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Chapter one

Stone by stone, Kai scrubbed the immense courtyard of the Wizandor Castle grounds with a bucket of water and a stiff broom. He was careful all the dirt was eliminated, and the square was spotless. When he finished with the public square, he started on the stairs that led down to the main entrance, his final responsibility before his day began. 
“You missed a spot,” Rod sneered. He was a fifteen-year-old boy Kai’s own age. His father held an important position with the King. Therefore, Rod and his friend Keith were to sign off on Kai’s chores. They stomped across the square Kai had just cleaned, leaving clods of dirt and mud behind. “This is supposed to be the final inspection, Kai. Looks like you still have work to do, young man. Better not be late to school.” The two laughed, and ran off while throwing more dirt into the square. Kai seethed at the two but didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing how angry he felt. He cleaned up the mess the two boys made.
The Medieval Wizandor Castle was perched high in the cliffs, towering above the Crystalline Forest and the Waterlands that blanketed the valley below. From the ramparts above the square, a 360-degree view overlooked Kalendra’s lands. The forest lay to the west, while rivers and wide-open plains gloriously stretched to the north. Another Kingdom called the White City stood to the southeast and was visible on a clear day. The Castle also looked towards Islands in the Sky, magical lands in the clouds to the north called the Upper Realms. This was an ideal location to take in the lands of Kalendra. 
While he scrubbed the central square again, Kai’s younger sister Asa, finished polishing the speaker’s podium and the base of the bell tower until they shown with her reflection. The King insisted these areas always be in perfect shape for important announcements. Rod and Keith rarely bothered Asa during the painful morning routine. The bullies focused on Kai, a boy they’d hated from the moment he arrived. Fortunately, they had to be at school, so his torture only lasted until they left. He knew he’d be punished for being late, again. On the rare occasions Kai finished before running straight to school, Aunt Onyx had breakfast waiting. 
Kalendra was a magical world made up of many Kingdoms and overseen by the Kalendra Coalition of Wizards and Shamans. They had maintained an egalitarian world for centuries. Their creed was to help everyone develop their interests and talents by living in communities where people supported one another. This Kalendrian Creed had been honored for centuries. 
But in some Kingdoms like Wizandor the Creed was long forgotten, replaced by a small, self-serving elite. King Okid and his Vizier slowly left their mark, and now they had a large footprint across the land. When they began their project of modernizing Kalendra, they asked for small concessions, “just a few hours of work to build some wonderful new workshops for the community,” the Vizier had suggested. But as the weeks and years passed, people’s lives changed. Kalendrian autonomy was sacrificed for the benefit of the elite. 
For King Okid and his Vizier, Charles, a modern world was one in which the people worked for them. They were not indentured servants per se. They were loyal to the King’s vision. With the people as their workforce, they could sell valuables into other realms, markets the Vizier and his business partner established. The people worked long hours and spent all their earnings in the stores of the crown. It was an ideal scenario for the King and his nobles.
King Okid took a special interest in the Wizandor Village. Located near his largest workhouse Bog, it became a model city. But one small problem bothered him. In the magical world of Kalendra, most of what the Bogs offered could be satisfied with the use of simple magic.  Easy access to food, clothing and accomplishing everyday chores was what the magical world provided. 
Charles knew if people distrusted magic and shunned its use they’d work harder and focus on the King. “As a bonus,” Charles whispered in the King’s ear, “they’ll lose all personal agency and forget all about that Kalendrian Creed of Self-sufficiency. Then we’ll rule the people and the lands.” King Okid, Charles, and their partners became wealthy men. 
Eliminating magic from Wizandor Village was their obsession. But some people still had memories of a time when magic was a natural part of everyday life. Mages tired of their antics moved away. But the King’s shadow was growing. More of the world fell under the spell of his Vizier and his sorcerers. 
***“What are you doing today?” Onyx asked as they sat at the breakfast table on a rare morning when Kai had time to eat.
“The usual, school and stuff,” Kai responded, sounding bored. “Probably learn about our marvelous King Okid and his latest ideas to make Kalendra modern …”
“Do I detect sarcasm in your voice?” Aunt Onyx glared. Kai was criticized most days. It didn’t matter if he tried to conform or not. He was always under suspicion whether he was at home or in the village.
“Why?” he asked sincerely. “We learn about him every day. I’m not being sarcastic, but I don’t understand, Aunt Onyx. Where I grew up, everyone developed basic magic. Keeping the castle grounds clean, that’s what magic is for. But every day I scrub that square by hand and Rod ruins my work and makes me do it again.” 
“Well, that’s because we live in Wizandor Village dear. We’re modern here and that makes us important. Everyone stays in line,” Aunt Onyx said with pride. “The King believes we should earn what we receive through our own hard work. Then we’ll appreciate what we have. And I think he’s right. I’m more appreciative of the food I cook myself than when I used to use magic to make dinner. Everyone enjoys the food and that’s my reward.”
“King Okid uses magic all the time,” Kai explained. “He hires sorcerers who use it too. In the Wenderfaren they built a huge addition to their castle, and they did it with magic. I watched them when I lived there, before ... well, before we had to move here.” He gestured to his sister.
“Well, we don’t use magic here and this is where you live,” she said with finality. “You must admit, it’s rewarding when it’s all clean in the square. I think you do an excellent job.”
“Till the first person with dirt on their boots walks across the square and I have to start over.” He looked over at his sister Asa. She had a smirk on her face, but she wasn’t going to say a word. Before their parents died, magic was highly valued in their family. She shared his frustration but knew how to stay on Aunt Onyx good side. 
Rami, their father, was a Magic Keeper, Ranger of the Tahata Lands. The two siblings learned that magic raised the quality of everyone’s lives. People spent time developing their skills and interests. Basic Magic took care of chores and food and gave them time to concentrate on other things. When their parents died and Grandma Chani got sick, Kai and Asa were orphaned. They had nowhere else to go. Chani instructed them to “be mindful of what different people believed and how that impacts their lives.”
“Do you think people with magic are better than everyone else?” Onyx looked at Kai through steely eyes, clearly showing disapproval.
“No. I think it’s a tool. Helps people avoid repetitive tasks,” Kai said. “You know, frees up their time for more important things. What do you think?”
“Well, when I grew up in Chani’s home, I used magic too. But that was a long time ago. I don’t think about it anymore. And Silas works for the King and expects us to follow the rules. I’ve agreed to do that, and it works for us here. Look at this nice apartment.” She waved her hand to call attention to their spectacular view.
“Could Uncle Silas use magic if he wanted?” Kai asked curiously.
“I don’t think he ever learned. But Kai, he’s just one person. We have an entire community of non-magic users here. We have the Bogs … I mean the King’s workhouses. Everyone agrees there’s something unnatural about magic. People might get carried away. Imagine what might happen if people had too much freedom. It’s not worth the risk. There’s plenty to fear from ordinary people using magic. It’s best if everyone follows directions instead of finding magical solutions.” Onyx explained.
“What are they afraid people would do?” Kai asked. He didn’t mean to be difficult. He wanted to understand. He knew the large work forces created items for everyone. People were expected to buy and eat whatever the workhouses provided. 
In the King’s world, people went to the Bog where they were assigned tasks whether they liked them or not, just as Kai was assigned to clean the square at sunrise each morning and Rod was charged with being his boss. From what his uncle said, the Grizzled Queen, the Bog’s manager, hated to see people happy. She believed it made them ineffective and weak. She would take them off assignments they enjoyed too much or expressed enthusiasm for. In Kai’s mind the two approaches to life were opposites. It wasn’t the magic per se, but the mindset that made the difference. Even Uncle Silas, who loved his job in the Bog and spoke enthusiastically about the profitable mining operation he oversaw, said he deliberately held back in the presence of the Grizzled Queen to avoid her rage. Everyone walked on eggshells because that’s what she expected. You didn’t want to be on her bad side.
Kai and Asa knew another life was possible. When they lived in a small farming village they loved the huge celebrations. People worked together planting crops and using magic to help them thrive. The Shaman Moon blessed the lands and the people’s lives. Food and other resources were abundant. It had been a good life. Kai knew there was nothing dangerous about people being happy. Satisfied people treated each other well.
“If everyone thrives,” their father Rami told them “We’ll all live a good life together. Our job is to work on projects that give us joy. Nothing feels better than providing your best work and knowing you’ve made a difference. If everyone does that, we’ll have a great life. We’ll all benefit.” 
Here in Wizandor, children feared magic and knew it was forbidden. When their Grandma Chani was struck by an illness, she told them to pay attention to problems brewing in the King’s world. And Kai and Asa had promised their mother on her deathbed that they would develop their magical skills. But here they had to be careful. Punishments for using magic were getting more severe. 




Chapter two

Kai left his apartment, walked through the large public square, past the speaker’s podium and the clock tower, then down the steps that led out of town. At the bottom of the stairs, he’d look both ways to be sure no one saw him, then step off the path and slip down a narrow trail that led beneath the village and into the spacious cave in the cliff below. He picked up his finely shaped plank of petrified wood that was three feet long, seven inches wide, and rounded at one end. This was the magic board his father gave him for his twelfth birthday. Down here, he remembered who he was. 
Kai stood in the wide-open cave beneath the village, his favorite place to be, the one place in Wizandor he felt safe to be himself. He concentrated, then dropped the magical board and it floated six inches above ground. He jumped on and rode across the banked stone wall, then dropped into the basin. It felt as smooth as glass. He carved a big turn and Kai’s heart soared as he flew across his sanctuary. Once again, he felt like he was with his dad, who had taught him how to ride. 
As he rounded the corner, an ambush was waiting. Rod and his friends, the bullies of Wizandor Village stood before him. Kai quickly tossed his board behind a pile of wooden planks where he knew it would blend in. Then he masterfully landed on his feet, a skill he’d practiced well. He had brought the boards here months ago in case he was ever found here. The boards were rough. His was magically disguised by Grophin, the wizard of the Crystalline Forest to blend in with them. It wouldn’t be
recognized by non-magical people like those who lived in Wizandor. Rather than see the smooth, flawlessly shaped crystalline board Kai rode, they saw rough pieces of wood. Kai was thankful he had protected himself by putting that small pile of boards in the cave to disguise his own magic one, when he had sensed he might encounter a circumstance like this. His board was out of sight, and a shaped board he planted here was on the top of the pile. But this place was isolated, and Kai knew all too well how dangerous it was to be alone with these boys. Rod and his friends stepped toward him together. This was bad.
“Hah, you weirdo! What are you doing down here? Did I see magic? Rod asked rhetorically, delighted he’d just busted Kai. “You were moving awfully fast, young man.  Besides, nobody wants you around anyway!“ Rod was far taller than Kai and had black hair and eyes. He pushed Kai to the ground, then kicked him in the back. When he tried to stand, Rod’s friend Keith pushed him sideways hard and kneed him in one leg. Kai lost his balance and fell on his face, scraping his arm and cheek. Rod’s friends jeered. “Good one, Keith. Serves him right for using magic. It’s forbidden, you creep. Do we need to say that again? Happy to remind you if you can’t remember.” 
Rod’s father, Bill, and another man stepped forward and smiled broadly. They were dressed in formal Bog uniforms with clipboards in hand to write up an infraction. They had quotas to meet to keep the Grizzled Queen happy, and Kai’s unauthorized use of magic satisfied their requirement. “Well done, my son,” he said in his high nasal voice. “You have served the King well by finding someone who was out of line, someone illegally using the gift,“ he squinted at Kai with pure hate. “We can’t have that.“ Bill smiled approvingly at his son. “Go ahead. Hit him some more. But this time make it hurt. Teach him a lesson.” Rod and his friends were delighted. They hit, kicked, and pushed Kai from all sides into the cliff walls again. Rod pushed him into Keith and Kai tried to catch himself, but a third boy Henry tripped him, and he fell again. Once he was on the ground the boys took turns kicking him hard in his back, his face, and his legs, delighted to make it hurt. When they paused temporarily, Kai tried to stand and show no fear. He had a bloody lip, a swollen eye, and an injured leg. He could barely get to his feet. Blood dripped down his arm from a sharp stone he landed on. Bill heard voices above in the square and signaled for Rod to stop. “Now, bring that criminal over here,“ he said in his high nasal voice.
“Young man,” Bill said. Kai painfully limped over to him, trying to look unaffected, as blood dripped down his nose, lip, and arm. “You’ve broken the law. And don’t tell me you didn’t know. Yesterday, Rod saw you here riding a flying board. He said it was illegal and I agreed. No. Magical. Sports. No one cares if you think you’re some contestant,“ he rolled his eyes. “You must find another way to occupy yourself. In the meantime, bring us that board of yours. If we confiscate it, you won’t use it again.” He looked at Rod, who led Kai over to the pile of boards. Kai pointed to one that was carefully shaped to look like a flying board, hoping they wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. He noticed that his own magical board was safely out of sight beneath several others. The other boards were so ragged they looked like waste from a project. This one looked important. Rod confidently took the fake one and walked with an heir of importance back to Bill and proudly presented the ‘evidence’ to his father. Kai looked appropriately humiliated to have lost his board. “Consider this your final warning, young man. We must do more to keep magic out of this village!” He stiffly nodded at Kai with loathing in his cold black eyes.
“Told you I’d had enough,” Rod said. “You should be like us. Course, we wouldn’t like you anyway, ha-ha.” His friends laughed too. “There’s just something about you,” Rod said with a dangerous look in his eye. “What do you suppose that is?” Rod ran across the cave and jumped onto a ledge, pretending he was standing on the speaker’s podium in the central square above. Then he became animated and spoke in a low, formal voice. “We have solved the problems of our world by eliminating another nasty Moon Mage.“ He bowed with a sarcastic expression towards Kai who was brushing himself off. 
At the words Moon Mage, Kai swallowed hard and looked at the ground. Moon People were known for their strong magical abilities, selected by Sohm himself, the voice of the moons. Moon Children were rare, born under two full moons. Because of this, moon blood flowed through their veins and Sohm spoke to them directly. They were protectors of the magical world.  
Kai knew the bullies in the village hated him, but he hadn’t been assaulted like this before. Even the adults were involved. Something very dangerous was happening. He looked at Rod, expressionless.
“Wouldn’t surprise me if you were one of those Moon People. You’re weird enough.“ The group of boys stepped toward Kai together again. But the voices they’d heard earlier were now approaching, and they held back. A few more men from The Bog, the King’s workhouse, arrived, dressed formally in uniform. They wanted to witness the violation of magic and see the citation. They walked down from the Bell Tower Square to see who it was. They had missed Kai’s unauthorized punishment, which was also against Wizandor law. Rod’s friends straightened up immediately and walked off as if nothing had happened. Bill stood tall and acted nonchalant as he addressed his peers.
“We were just finishing up,” Bill said. “Looks like he fell off his silly magic board,” he said indicating the finely shaped wooden board he held. “Guess he didn’t have as much magic as he thought. Rest assured, next time, we’ll take him to the Bog, and the Grizzled Queen will have a word. Maybe she’ll test him for Moon Magic on that beautiful new stone bed that poisons their moon blood. The Vizier calls the Blue Montis bed our great equalizer because it stops them in their tracks.“ He nodded firmly to Kai, then chuckled as he turned to the men. “Shall we?” he said, and led the men back up to the village square, slipping the written violation into his briefcase. Kai knew he’d give it to his Uncle Silas.
Kai stood alone. He’d been careful. This small cutout in the cliff had been his only reliable sanctuary for the past two years. Now that was gone too. He’d been bullied by Rod and his friends since the day he and Asa arrived. He wondered if he had a ‘kick me’ sign on his back. Rod bullied other kids too, but this had gone too far. What was wrong with Moon People? he thought. They were just people. Chani told him the true leaders of Kalendra relied on Moon People. They were advisers who kept the world strong. What if he was one? That question was never discussed in his Uncle Silas’ home. His aunt once said that two full moons didn’t grant any special magic. But his grandmother said it did. The only way he’d know was if he started hearing Sohm speak in his mind. After you’re 15, his grandma had told him. His 15th birthday would be soon. Kai picked up his magic board from the pile and took a hidden back trail up to his apartment.
***The Bog, a large workhouse owned by King Okid, was run by three women who loved bureaucracy and making people squirm. Making rules for others to follow was their job. The head rule-maker, known for her rigid inflexibility, was nicknamed the Grizzled Queen. She demanded everything run exactly to her specifications, even when she changed her mind without warning. She had no tolerance for dissent. When she made poor decisions, she never took responsibility. People who worked in the Bog lived in fear, and always walked on eggshells. Most tried to comply with her every whim and accepted responsibility when her ideas didn’t work. What else could they do? 
Unfortunately for Wizandor Village, the workers brought that Bog mindset home, and the fear of doing anything wrong, like using Kalendrian magic, which had been commonplace until recently, gave bullies more power. The shaman and wizards that hadn’t moved away kept to themselves, and stayed away from the Boggers, as they were called. 
Chani told Kai and Asa that Moon People held the wisdom of the ages, a portal into the realm of possibilities available to those who followed their hearts. All people could access this, but the Moon People were the most highly attuned. They kept the planet strong. They were given intuition at birth far beyond what others had and saw the truth of situations. Sometimes, they were even sent on missions by Sohm, to address problems in the world. 
The people of Wizandor Village had a simple life. When they weren’t in the Bog, or learning to become Bog workers at school, they visited other regions of Kalendra, including the White City, the Wenderfaren Valley, and Beacon’s Village. Some were evangelists determined to convince others to give up magic.
When he was in Wizandor, Kai spent his time alone. Taunting him was Rod’s and Keith’s entertainment. Secretly, Kai wished the bullies would like him so he’d have friends. His aunt insisted the kids who hung out with Rod did so out of fear of being ostracized themselves. Uncle Silas insisted Rod would work at the Bog. He’d be the right hand of King Okid, his Vizier Charles, and the Grizzled Queen one day, and follow in his father’s footsteps. He had the perfect personality for that. That was true. 
Kai wanted friends. Maybe one day, he thought, he’d do something so amazing people would change their minds and treat him differently. Asa, his younger sister, made friends with the girls her age. She was the only person Kai could confide in, but they rarely talked about their past. Losing both their parents so suddenly was too painful. 




Chapter three

Kai limped into the apartment and was relieved his aunt was in the kitchen cooking dinner. He quickly slipped into his bedroom before she saw him and grabbed the small pouch of healing crystals Grandma Chani had taught him to use before they left her home in the Wenderfaren Valley. This was a serious emergency. He couldn’t let anyone see him like this. He went into the bathroom and found a clean washcloth. Kai knew magic was outlawed in Wizandor Village. But it was part of daily life in Tahata, where he’d grown up. His relatives were proud Magic Keepers after all. Kai used his magic carefully so he wouldn’t be seen.  Asa saw his bruised and bleeding face and arm and saw him limp into his room when he walked in the door. She followed him quietly so their aunt wouldn’t notice and closed the door. 
Kai washed the blood off his face and used his crystals, along with his focused intentions and requests, just as Chani had instructed. By doing this, he removed the swelling and bruising from his lip and eye and healed his cuts. He carefully followed her instructions, using each crystal as intended. “With much of the magic in Kalendra,” Chani told him, “The crystals amplify your intentions and help you make an impact. But the healing crystals are different. Intention alone isn’t enough. You must use the exact energy in each crystal for its specific abilities. These require special care. Remember, shaman spend years working with these specific energies for healing people.”
Rod and his friends had, unfortunately, given Kai ample opportunity to practice using his healing crystals. He learned to minimize sprains and cuts to stay out of trouble. If Aunt Onyx heard of a fight or beating, she’d blame Kai for the altercation. He shook his head in disbelief. He looked quite a bit better. The beating was nearly unnoticeable. He reduced most of the swelling in his leg with his flat green stone, one of his most important tools. He could walk again without too much pain. He walked back into his bedroom and changed out of his torn, blood-stained pants. He knew the incident would be reported to his uncle Silas, and his troubles had just begun. 
“Kai, what happened?” Asa was worried. She’d never seen him this badly beaten before.
“Rod, of course.” Outside the window, they heard an argument, and both turned to listen. 
“Let me take her now! Everyone must go,” a gruff voice said.
“What are you doing?” the older woman asked. Kai peeked out the window and saw a woman standing with one of Asa’s friends.
“King Okid’s orders,” the large burly man said. “He says Moon People are dangerous and we need to test all the people and see which ones have moon blood. He said they’re taking people to the Bog for testing soon.” Kai opened his bedroom door and checked the kitchen to see if Onyx, their aunt, had heard. Then he pointed to the floor. He and Asa sat together under the window to listen, fear in their eyes. 
“Moon Children are valuable,” the woman said. “Besides, this child has nothing to do with you or the moon. Why would she?”
“King Okid’s orders. He says they’re dangerous. It’s not fair if they have magic other people don’t. The Bog’s making signs that we’re going to post to keep people like you from protecting them. I should take you right now for refusing to cooperate. There’s a large prison in the Bog for uncooperative people. Did you know? The Vizier says if we get rid of all the Moon People, then we’ll become a more modern world. We need a better world … Duh. Getting rid of the Moon People is a small sacrifice. They always interfere, yammering on about supposed insights, or balancing the planet, like they know something the rest of us don’t. Hogwash.” Kai stood and peeked out the window again. He saw the man rolling his eyes.
“What are you planning to do?” the woman asked with alarm in her voice.
“We’re not doing nothin’ yet,” a heavyset bald man said, stepping in front of his friend. “But I can’t wait till we are. We talk at our meetings in the Bog. We’re going to poison the Moon People with the largest piece of Blue Montis anyone’s ever seen.” He laughed. “You know what that is? It’s a poisonous stone that kills Moon People, messes with their moon blood and they die. Serves ’em right. The Vizier says they’re taking opportunity away from the Kingdom with their filthy magic. Why should they stand in our way? We don’t get enough treasure as it is.”
Asa pulled on Kai’s pant leg signaling for him to get back out of sight. This was the first time a group of thugs had come to Wizandor to rattle their sabers. Kai sat next to her under the window and looked nervously at her, wondering what he would do if they knocked on his door. No one here knew he was a Moon Person. He was barely sure himself. He’d never heard people talk about them in the village here before, except when Rod wanted to put someone down. 
Kai made the decision to leave through his bedroom window once these men left. There were paths most didn’t know about to safely leave the village and Kai knew them all. He knew how to stay hidden, and he’d snuck out of the village on several occasions to visit the wizard Grophin in the Crystalline Forest.  
It was said that if two or more moons were full on a child’s birth, that child would grow to hold the wisdom of the ages in their soul. If they trained to fully develop their Mana, they became amongst the most powerful people in the land. They were destined to become leaders. Their job was to keep people free. Kai could become powerful, provided Sohm, the voice of the moons, invited him to help and he went through rigorous training. He remembered how proud he felt when his parents told him.
“You can’t take valuable people away,” the woman yelled outside. “What would you do with her anyway? She’s my responsibility, not the Bog’s. They can’t raise a child. I’m talking to the mayor about this.” She took the girl’s hand and walked away.
The gruff man breathed in frustration. Kai heard a tiger’s growl and knew the man sent from the Bog was magical. He was angry they were twofaced, using magic themselves while insisting it was wrong for villagers. “Consider this a warning. You won’t get another,” the man yelled after her. Asa stood and looked out the window. She saw that her friend Hana was the girl they targeted and knew the world had entered a very dark place. The two men walked off, laughing. 
“Consider this one just practice. I doubt they’ll tell anyone – especially considering how poorly thought of those Moon People are.”
“Kai, what happened to you?” Asa asked. 
“I was practicing on my board, keeping my promise to Dad, like always,” Kai said, meeting her eyes. “I go to that cutout in the cliff all the time. It’s no big deal. I don’t know how I got discovered. I’ve been using that place since we moved here. It was always safe before. Rod and his buddies busted me, along with his dad and Bog management. He wrote up an infraction. I better get out of here before Uncle Silas comes home. He’s going to be furious when he walks in the door.” Asa nodded. She knew how important impressing the King was to their uncle. She looked at him in disbelief wondering what would happen now.
“I wish …” Asa said, looking down.
“I’m so sorry, Asa. I ... don’t want to leave you here alone,” Kai said, looking at her and biting his lip. Asa looked up at him, visibly holding back tears. Then she took her brother’s hand.
“I don’t want to lose my whole family,” she said. “I thought we …” but she couldn’t finish the sentence. Tears poured down her cheeks.
“I thought we’d always stay together too,” Kai said. “But you know it’ll be bad if I stay here. They could poison me on that Blue Montis. If they start testing people with that poisonous stone … I’ll die.” Kai swallowed hard and put his arms around his little sister as his vision blurred. “I’m so sorry. I really am,” he said looking at the floor. “I don’t even know where I’m going to go. But I need to get away from here now.” Asa nodded her understanding.
“I guess we always knew this could happen,” Asa said. “At least, Aunt Onyx treats me well. I …  I’ll be okay, I mean,” she looked up into Kai’s eyes. “I’d never forgive myself if they hurt you because you were trying to stay with me. Those men were awful.” The two embraced again, knowing it might be a very long time before they saw each other again. After a few minutes, they loosened their hug and thought about what they should do next.
“Kai? I think I learned something important. I’ve been reading all the folktales about the Moon Children. The fairy tales’ section in the library has stories for kids. I think they’re a disguise. I get the feeling the fairy tales are a secret way to keep the magic alive. From what I read, the Moon Mages are connected to some of the wild beasts in the land. Remember when grandma used to tell us that the world was broken, that the magical animals left, and the Mages began protecting the lands against them out of fear? Well, I think there’s an old connection between Moon People and magical beasts.” Kai met her eyes.
“Interesting. I wish we had more time. I’d love to hear what you learned. I need to know so much, and well ... I don’t. I wonder how I can learn more.” 
“That boy, Rod, he’s going to notice you’re gone. You make him look good and he likes that,” Asa said. “What do I say if he comes to me asking for an explanation? What do I tell Onyx and Silas?”
“Just say I left. You don’t know more. Heck, I don’t know where I’m going anyway so there’s nothing really to tell.”
“Okay, I can do that,” she said and looked down nodding. “I want you to be okay.”
“I will be, better than if I stay here. I know how to stay hidden. Besides, I’ll go to see Grophin in the Crystalline Forest, and Gont, and tell them what’s happening. Are you going to be okay?” Asa looked him in the eye.
“Yeah. Pinky promise,” she said and held up her baby finger. Kai held his up too and they shook pinky fingers, something they’d done when they made promises to each other since they were little. They smiled at each other. “I’ll just hide in my books like I always do. I think they like that they don’t have to deal with me. And I think I’m figuring out what went wrong. I think the old legends tell the story.” Kai stood and went to pack a few things from his closet.
“Grandma Chani said we had to learn about the world of the King, and we did,” Kai announced. “Now they’re crazy and it’s not safe,” Kai said as he opened the window. Asa nodded. 
“You’re right. My time to leave will come too.” She signaled to Kai, who had just slipped his pack on. He walked over to her, and she whispered in his ear. “Kai, I can do magic now too. It just started showing up like Chani said. Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone know.” He looked at her and the two smiled broadly at each other. She gestured to a crystal inside her jacket and showed it to him.
“Remember when Chani gave this to me? She said when it started glowing in my hand, I could use it with my intentions. So far, I’ve only used it to keep my room clean, and make my bed. But it’s a start and it’s fun. I’ll keep working with it. Promise. And I won’t let anyone know. Do you think one day we’ll get to be Magical Specialists? I want to learn to talk to beasts if we can find them.”
“That’s awesome, Asa. You’ll be good at it too, I’m sure,” Kai whispered. “You’re going to need magic. And thankfully, none of the moons were full on your birth, so you don’t have to fear that poisonous Blue Montis slab if they do test everyone. I’ll worry less.” The two hugged each other goodbye for a long time. Then Kai walked back over to the window and looked around.
“The coast is clear,” he said. “They can’t know where I’ve gone.” Asa looked at him and nodded. It was hard, but she knew they didn’t have a choice, and neither of them belonged here. “You can be honest if patrols come through. You won’t know anything, other than I left.” Kai jumped down from the window ledge to the path below. Asa handed him his board and closed the window behind him. They waved to each other, and she blew him a kiss through the window, watching until he walked out of sight. Then he snuck out of the village as he had done so many times before. 




Chapter four

Kai arrived in the Crystalline Forest, out of breath. Gont saw him running with a limp, white with fear, and carrying his pack with his board strapped on the outside.
“Hey, hey, hey, Kai. It’s alright. What’s going on?” he said. Gont was half man and half sapling. His face, arms, hands, and legs were human but covered in moss. His torso was the trunk of tree. He had moss and small branches for hair.
“They’re … They’re taking Moon People to the Bog. To a slab of Blue Montis that’s supposed to kill them. They haven’t started yet, but they’re talking about it. Asa and I, well, we decided I’d better get out of there before my uncle … well, you know … he’s one of the King’s men.”
“Alright, alright,” Gont said. “How about you take a breath and come with me? They won’t be following you in here. They think this place is haunted. We better put a team together and come up with a plan. That doesn’t sound right at all.” Gont led him up the hill and onto a path that was barely visible in the dense growth of the forest. This was a part of the Forest Kai hadn’t seen before. When they got to the end of the passage, it opened into a large round circle with a fireplace ring in the center and a series of stumps surrounding it. In place of a fire, there was a large round clear crystal that glowed. 
“Let me call an emergency meeting, just in case,” Gont said. He held up his crystal and said, “Onto it now,” very softly. Kai looked at him, wondering what that meant. But it didn’t take long to find out. In a matter of minutes, Grophin arrived. Then Hali, who’d coached Kai in magic on the rare occasions he’d snuck out of Wizandor and come to visit. Three more forest mages appeared that Kai recognized but didn’t know. Grophin gestured to the circle, and everyone took a seat around the large crystal. 
“You’ve called us to Council,” Grophin, the senior wizard of the forest said, looking between Gont and Kai. “What is the purpose of this?”
Kai took a deep breath. “Well,” he said, calming down now that he was surrounded by safe people he knew he could trust. “It’s the King and the Bog, again,” he said. 
“You were injured recently. I can see you healed yourself, but tell me what happened,” Hali said.
“Something changed,” Kai said. “It’s not safe for me anymore.” He told Grophin what had happened.
“I see,” Grophin said. “This is serious. Your time has come, my lad. Glad you’ve been studying so diligently. It’s not surprising they finally caught you. It was bound to happen eventually. But you’ve had time to grow and understand their world. And soon, you will hear the moon speak. I’m certain Sohm will be glad to have you.”
“Now, let’s take a look at what you might be up against.” Hali said as he pulled out a crystal and whispered very softly into it. In the center of the circle, the enormous crystal glowed before them. “Show us the Blue Montis in the Bog,” he said. 
As they looked on, a room of prison cells appeared in the large crystal before them. Each cell held a bed with ropes intended to hold prisoners down so they couldn’t move. The prison was empty now. But the bed at one end was made of a blue, slightly transparent, crystal stone. It was smooth on all sides, the shape of a mattress. It was unmistakably made of Blue Montis stone. They gasped.
“A poisonous bed for Moon People,” Grophin exclaimed. “It’s so poisonous, a Moon Person can be killed with a small marble of that stone,” Grophin said. “This is a factory of death.” All the Forest Mages looked at each other in shock. They bowed their heads with looks of dismay, trying to process the torture chamber there. “This is serious, indeed … What did you hear them say?”
“A woman and a girl Asa’s age were walking, and the Boggers were mean and gruff. They were practicing taking people out of the village, accusing them of having Moon Blood.” Kai looked up. “But Grophin, the people there don’t know anything about magic, especially the young people. The elders remember magic used to be common. And the real magical people, the wizards and shaman, stay to themselves, barely interacting with the Bogger types. They can hide their skills and stay unnoticed. But why are the Boggers so afraid of magic?”
“Ah yes,” Grophin said. He looked into Kai’s eyes and turned his rounded bark torso. Then raised his right hand and straightened his branch like fingers to point at the sphere in the center. With his other hand, he touched the crystal on his chest. An image appeared again in the large orb in the center of the space. There, Kai saw a woman, a sorceress with blond hair and steely blue eyes. She stood next to the Vizier Charles and winked at him. Systematically, beginning in the Bog itself, she began to curse the land. Her words were commands.
“You are not worthy, dear one. You cannot choose for yourself. You must gain consensus before you do anything. And above all, never question authority. Your betters are all that matter.” Her voice reverberated in the forest, and the crystalline trees around them visibly shook it off, eliminating the magical incantation they had been spoken. The forest was filled with the sound of glass crystals clinking against one another.
“We’re lucky the forest here will not allow such absurdities to linger,” Grophin said. “But this is the spell the people in Wizandor live under. I doubt they know why they live the way they do. But their ability to choose was taken away with her words a long time ago. They’re always looking to some authority outside of themselves. Not everywhere in Kalendra was affected. But a few villages, beginning with the Bog and Wizandor were most strongly controlled. The White City and Beacon’s Village were both impacted by this curse too. But those villages were protected by magic, so it had less of an impact.”
“What about me and Asa?” Kai asked.
“You were not here when this spell happened,” Grophin explained. “You lived in the Tahata Lands then. And we protected you and Asa when we sent you to the trailhead of Wizandor Village two years ago. Besides, you grew up in a home of Magic Keepers. We made sure you remembered who you were. If you had lived there when this spell took place, you’d have been filled with guilt and shame every time you tried to come here or ride your board. It would have been debilitating and interfered with your mission. The boys who bullied you are living under that curse,” he said, pointing to the crystal. “They have no idea who they really are. So, they waste their lives putting others down to feel a little better in the moment.”
“Is Asa going to be okay?” Kai asked. This time, Hali stepped forward, taking long steps on his spry human legs. He stretched out his arm. His mossy hair was curly.
“I watch your sister from right here,” he said, pointing to the large crystal sphere with his human and branch-like fingers. “I know she means a lot to you, Kai. She means a lot to all of us,” Hali met his eyes. “She’s only now discovering her magic after living in that village for so long. Thankfully, she’s driven to understand. Everyone in her life has left her, and one at a time, they’ve protected her with their love, despite leaving her utterly alone. She’s lonely, it’s true. But in the end, she also knows something important awaits her and there’s a reason she’s on her own.
“She’s been trying to understand the magical creatures of this land, a hard thing to do in Wizandor. But she goes to the library and reads all the fairy tales about animals there. She’s even tried to read the stone carvings placed around the central square in the village up there. They were carved a very long time ago. She knows some of those stories are real and must be presented as if they are just for children.” Hali looked at Kai with understanding. “She’ll be alright. Her assignment was more compatible with living in the King’s world than yours ever was.” Kai nodded, remembering his sister pouring over children’s books. He never realized what she was doing until just before he left. He thought she was passing time, bored, or even stuck in childhood.
“Now you’re out,” Grophin added with a skip in his step. Kai looked up at him.
“But what do I do? Now, I mean.”
“You find your calling,” Grophin said. “Your path is littered with clues, and it’s up to you to find them, to discern.” Kai met his eyes.
“How do I do that?” Kai said.
“Do you sit quietly?” Grophin questioned. “And really expand your Mana core? When you’re here, of course. But when you were up in the village?” Kai swallowed hard. 
“When I rode, my board whispered to me,” he said, wondering if that was enough, or if somehow, he was supposed to have done more than what he did.
“Good,” Grophin said. “Here’s what you must do. Have a conversation with that voice. Find it when you aren’t riding on the board. It has found your mind and you have connected. You are a team. That board is controlled by your Mana core. That was why Rami came here to ask my help all those years ago. So, the board could provide your Mana with an echo and strengthen it.”
Kai thought back to the day his father gave him his magical board and said Grophin had blessed it for him. He realized he’d been connected to this forest since before his dad died.
“Sometimes, I think of the Beasts,” Kai said. “The ones that haunted my mother’s dreams after Dad died. She told me about them in detail. I wonder what they’re doing now.”
“Good,” was all that Grophin said.




Chapter five

“Where has that boy gone?” Silas yelled when he slammed the front door, waving a formal document. “Asa, come here this instant!” Asa did as she was told. “Where is your brother?”
“Um … he … left. He needed to … go. He doesn’t want you in trouble … he said he’s sorry and thank you for … letting him stay here,” Asa stammered, hoping to calm her uncle down.
“Where is he now?” Silas asked her slowly, meeting her eyes.
“I don’t know. He didn’t … say where he was going. He …” she stammered. Tears came to her eyes. She felt completely alone. Onyx stood next to Silas with a firm expression on her face, expecting an answer. Asa didn’t have one other than to tell them why he left. Kai’s citation was presented to Silas at work in front of the King. Her uncle was embarrassed and furious.
“We’re worried about him, honey,” Onyx said. You know we want him to be safe. He’s safer with us here than out there, somewhere in the world.”
“He’s not safe. Not here. Not anymore. People were at the window talking about hurting people in the village who … had magic … and we’re from Tahata. Kai can’t … be here. He can’t help who he is. They want to kill everyone with Moon Blood. They want to use a stone slab to test everyone. If you have Moon Blood, then you die. Men were at the window, and they were terrifying …”
“But that doesn’t affect us,” Onyx said, dismissing her concerns. “We chose not to use magic and to live a modern life in the King’s world. We’re safe from all that because we’re on the side of the King.”
“But Aunt Onyx, people can’t help what day they were born. Some people don’t know if the moons were full or not. If they test everybody, some people are going to die, even if they never learned about magic,” Asa tried to reason. “It’s not right.” 
“Why is it such a big deal to give up magic?” Silas glared. “It’s not much to ask. We want a modern world, and how can we have that if people are going around flashing their little crystals here and there, asking for things,” he rolled his eyes. Asa teared up more and looked at the ground.
“Kai wasn’t asking for things. He was … being … responsible. He was keeping his promise … to Dad … so he could protect the lands one day … and be a Ranger … like Dad …” she said quietly. Silas looked alarmed. He’d never developed his magical abilities. When he was young, he tried but found it frustrating because he had no one to help him learn. When he grew up, he oriented towards the King’s world and the opportunities there. He’d always wanted to be a soldier, a Knight of the Realm, but Kalendra was peaceful. There was little need for knights. So, Silas worked for the Bog, and as it expanded, he acquired an important position. Like Onyx, he had relatives who were proud of their magical abilities. He thought it unfair how easily they could get what they wanted. He decided a long time ago that getting things the King’s way made you a better person, superior to magical people. 
“Magic isn’t responsibility. It’s … It’s …well … it’s lazy,” he said, looking at Onyx for help. She met his eyes.
“Asa, you need to understand,” Onyx said. “Magic is a thing of the past. Yes, I’ve used it before too when I lived with Chani. But Silas taught me it’s just as satisfying to do things by hand. Cook dinner, for example. It’s a pleasure. I always thought your family and Chani relied on magic too much. What would you do if it failed you? If you do things the labor-intensive way, at least it’s reliable. I … well, I ran into trouble trying to use magic once … it’s not always the right choice.” She hesitated at the memory. “I suppose ... Anyway, I decided it was better to go without. We agree that King Okid has a better idea. Why not sell the energy from the crystals into other realms? It pays everyone’s bills and gives us food and beautiful clothing. A simple life is the best life.”
“But what if Kalendra needs the crystals? What will the King do when they run out?” Asa asked. “Do you think it’s okay for the King to take them all? And besides, the Bog uses magic too. I see them when they come here.”
Silas looked at Asa, his face red hot with rage. “How dare you speak poorly of King Okid? Have you no respect?” Asa looked down.
“I just want to understand,” she said.
“You’ll understand by keeping your head down and respecting your elders,” Silas insisted.
“Well, I hope that brother of yours knows what he’s doing,” Onyx said to change the subject away from the magic used by the King and the Bogs, and to stop the argument. She walked back into the kitchen.
Asa grabbed her new library books and opened them on the couch in the living room. She was certain something was wrong, and her aunt and uncle refused to see the truth for themselves, even when it was in front of their eyes. The King was working against Kalendra. Chani was right. She and Kai both saw it clearly. It was one of the reasons they felt strongly about developing their magic despite the real fear of being punished. When she lived in Tahata, Asa learned from her parents that developing magic provided skills for everyone’s good. It freed up time to build a strong community. But the King seemed to need a lot of people working hard to get what he wanted. He used their labor and the magic of several mages. She and Kai realized he wanted people bogged down by making them waste their time doing everything by hand. And Silas’ insistence that she accept the King’s desires was making her distrust him more.
***

Grophin stood with Kai early the next morning. “I have important news that I’d like to share. Last night, I reached out to the elves to get an update on your Grandma Chani. They filled me in, and I have good news to share. Thankfully, has recovered fully and has returned to the Wenderfaren Valley. She’s in good health. 
“She is?” Kai was delighted. He had spent years coming to terms with the sudden loss of so many relatives. He couldn’t believe he’d get to see Chani again. She had always been one of his favorite people.
“Yes,” Grophin nodded with a slow smile coming to his lips. “She was spared that dreaded disease and survived, thanks to the Elves. Please, it would be my greatest pleasure to send you directly to her. I think she can guide you in the next phase of your journey. She’s family after all and understands the magic that you were learning before … so many things came to pass. We would have trained you more here before you left, but after I spoke with her last night, I’m convinced she’s recovered enough to teach you herself. She’s quite skilled, a very powerful mage of the realm in her own right.” 
Kai turned to him, unable to contain his enthusiasm and nodded several times in agreement. “Thank you, Grophin,” he said grinning from ear to ear. Then Grophin lifted his crystal made of an unusual clear petrified wood. 
“We’ll miss you, Kai. You’re always welcome here for any reason or just to visit. But I’m certain circumstances have all transpired for the best. You’re going to find your way. I know this.” Grophin bowed, then opened a Messenger Trail and gestured. Kai stepped in and a few short steps later, he stood right outside Chani’s house in the Wenderfaren Valley, walked up the pathway and knocked on her front door. He felt like he was walking into the past, into a home he never thought he’d see again.
“Come in, come in,” she said, gesturing with both her arms. Kai stepped forward and gave her a huge welcoming hug. 
“You’re okay!” he said. “Asa’s going to be so happy to know you’re back.”
“It will all work itself out, I’m certain,” Chani said. “There’s a lot of work to do now that you’ve returned. Grophin, my dear old friend, said he’d send you on your way and I’m ready to help. We have a lot of lost time to catch up on. You’ve missed some years of training, unfortunately. Let’s start properly.” Kai put his pack down on the couch. The two gave each other another warm hug.
“I’m so glad you’re okay,” Kai said. She beamed and nodded.
“Yes, you too,” she said. Kai nodded. “Have you begun hearing the voice of the moon yet?” Kai shook his head no. “Don’t worry, it’ll happen within the next year or so. Grophin said there’s a bit of an emergency and we must move fast. He asked me to help you develop your skills for travel and self-sufficiency right away. We’ll start with Messenger Trails. Have you ever opened one of those before?” Kai smiled and almost laughed. Chani was brimming with enthusiasm. He’d never seen her so happy. They’d barely said hello.
“I have traveled through them, but no. Grophin sent me here. How do I open one?”
“Come with me,” Chani did a little jig. The two went outside and she pointed to the horizon. “See the castle in the distance?”
“Oh my gosh. It’s so much bigger than last time I was here,” Kai said, amazed the castle was twice the size it had been when he left. Chani nodded. All the towers were completed, and several sculptures now graced the entrances. “Is this all for King Okid?”
“Yes, indeed. He’s kept his people busy building since we left. Grophin says we haven’t much time with the King’s threat to kill the Moon People by poisoning them all with that Blue Montis, so I’m going to cram in as much as I can. Now, there’s a shortcut between this house and that castle. You’ll need these,” she said as she handed him both a red crystal and a clear one. “Stand right here and raise the clear crystal. Look at the castle through it. Because we’re standing on an established Messenger Trail, watch what happens.” Kai looked at the space surrounding the crystal and it was as if the air itself opened into a tunnel. It was so strange to see the castle close-up. Through the crystal, it was only a few steps away. He saw details there. He’d followed others through these Messenger Trails before, but now the path opened for him to lead the way. He blinked and looked at her.
“Good. Now, hold it open and step through. I’ll follow,” she said. He nodded and then tried to keep it open to step through. But it closed before he took a step. He turned to Chani. 
“What did I do wrong?” he asked.
“You lost your concentration. You must focus on the open trail when you take that first step. Otherwise, it closes. Try again,” she said patiently.
Kai held the crystal up and saw the castle just a few short steps away again. He concentrated hard and began to take a step onto the open path, doing everything he could to concentrate and keep it open. This time, he walked through the strange hole he’d created in the atmosphere. It was like stepping through a doorway directly to the castle. 
They both arrived and Chani looked at him approvingly. “Pretty good for your first try. You’ll get the hang of it. This was an easy one, very well established and easy to open. The entire community uses that when they get to the end of our road. Some are more complex, but it’s good to know what it’s like when all goes smoothly.”
“What can go wrong?” Kai said. 
“Normally, nothing. You see it and go, easy as pie. But sometimes, the Trails are longer, and you can’t see the end, like the Trail Grophin sent you through. It’s a long way to the Crystalline Forest from here. It took a lot of magic for him to send you. That is far more complicated. Requires much more experience and concentration for the person holding it open. We’ll start with the easiest ones first. The other problem, especially lately, is that Messenger Trails can be redirected to the Bog or other sinister places. They can also be poisoned. That means you get stuck in them. Hard to get out. But the more common problem is when you think you’re going where you want, and the trail delivers you somewhere else. It’s a dark spell the Vizier has his sorceress create – anything to sabotage the wizards. That’s why I gave you that red stone. You can pull up maps of the Trails in the region you’re traveling into and see if they have a haze around them. If they’re discolored, they’ve been tampered with. Avoid them no matter what.”
“Chani, I don’t even know where to go. But if they’re harassing people, isn’t it only a matter of time before they come here too, or even come after you for teaching me?” Kai said.
“Don’t worry about that. Since I last saw you, I’ve been nearly to the grave and back. That has clarified my resolve to do all I can for the people I care about. Thank goodness for the Elves in the Waterlands. They truly saved my life, along with the mists from the Kinizar Falls, of course. I’ll tell you about it later, but for now, there’s more I need to teach you. Take us back.” Kai opened another Messenger Trail to the street his grandma’s home was on. This time he concentrated hard on keeping the short passage open and the two stepped through more easily. Moments later, they arrived at their original location and walked inside. Chani was skilled in the sacred arts of crystals, magic talisman, and tinctures, and from what Grophin had said, there was barely time for her to teach Kai what he needed to know. She knew he needed to leave fast and she must train him in the basics.




Chapter six

“Pull up some maps of Kalendra. Whatever you think of.” Kai did as he was told. Mapping was a skill Hali had taught him when he visited the Crystalline Forest. “I’ll show you how to discover magic that doesn’t show on the surface,” she said. Kai used his red crystal to pull up several maps of the regions he knew in Kalendra. He covered the living room wall with maps made of light. Chani spoke into her own crystal and more details emerged.
“I think you have a good chance of finding allies. You’ll be safe in the lands protected by Kokona and his Coalition of Wizards and Shaman. I’m sure Rami taught you about this important organization.” Kai nodded. Rami had taken him to meet Kokona when he was ten years old. “They are the true leaders of Kalendra and uphold the natural magical laws here. They are sworn to protect the food supply provided by the Shaman Moon. Their intention has always been to protect that magic and to insure a more egalitarian world. The idea was to shield against the King Okid types by giving everyone natural abilities. Kokona, the premier shaman of Kalendra, lives in and protects these lands here,” she said, pointing to the Chandrama Ray and the region surrounding it. “They likely have jurisdiction here too and keep a lookout. They won’t be taking Moon Mages from his lands or convincing them to stop using magic,” She pointed to the Outer Plateaus. 
“Places I’d watch out for ... these areas over here, mostly in the south” she said. Beacon’s Village is probably having the same problems as Wizandor. One of the Bog owners lives there, and they’d quite likely begin by rounding up some locals there, to test public reaction and generate some fear. They wouldn’t be noticed except by a few wizards who live there too. They’ve done a pretty good job of turning public perception to favor the Bog’s view of the world. It’s been going on for some time. They’re even working on the Wenderfaren here. They never got a foothold in the north, though. They showed their hand, that all they wanted was resources from the rural areas and ran into resistance from Moon People. So, they decided to put their efforts into controlling the villages,” she said, pointing to Wizandor and Beacon’s village. “That’s why I requested you live there and experience firsthand what their lives were like, what they believed, and all that.” 
“I get a good feeling from this place,” Kai said pointing to the map. “I don’t know why but I feel drawn to the Blue Cliff Basin. Can I get enough food and shelter and stay away from danger there? Can I always ask for magical Tea Service and receive the food I need? Asa and I both got good at that, and Aunt Onyx never knew.”
“Barren lands are perfect for that,” Chani said, “but you can also be completely vulnerable in such a place.” Kai met her eyes and nodded. “You know the danger of being isolated by bullies.” Kai nodded. His ribs still hurt, and he still had a slight limp. 
“I can take care of myself,” he said. “I’ve spent a lot of time spying on people in the village and none of them knew I was there. I guess the prejudice against Moon People is one more excuse to hate someone. Haters going to hate, right?” Chani nodded and looked him in the eye.
“You’re very brave, Kai. You have the qualities of a Moon Child. There’s a difference and I’ve always sensed it,” she said. “Focus on the map here. I’ll try to help you hear the voice of the moon. You’re almost old enough. Sohm will be your guide … Hold this,” she said, and handed him a white moonstone. “It might help.”
Kai held out his hand and his grandmother placed the simple white river stone into it gently. “Blow on it and make a fist.” He did, then held it up to the window. The stone became translucent, and clouds swirled inside. He looked at it with curiosity, wondering how a stone could change, and the inside move like that. 
“Yes, just as I thought. Look at what happens when I hold it.” She took the stone from him and placed it in her hand, blew on it, and held it up. It looked like an ordinary rock again. They both examined it and then she placed it back in Kai’s hands. It went translucent and movement stirred inside the stone again. “There is no doubt in my mind that you have powerful moon magic.” She looked intently into Kai’s brown eyes beneath his full brown bangs. 
“Tea for the win,” she announced. She smiled kindly and danced excitedly, then stood and put her hand together above her head and bowed deeply at the waist. Then she snapped her fingers. An unusual ceremony sprang to life before them. The entire room changed. An elaborate setting of tapestries and formal ceremony arrived in her living room. The table was draped with an unusual, embroidered tablecloth. The lighting in the room was dimmed for ceremony, with candles burning. Kai saw a teapot with runes drawn on the lid and down the sides of the ancient looking vessel. His grandmother placed her hands together again and bowed to the teapot.
“We request your assistance for the greater good of Kalendra,” she said, speaking to the tea pot. She poured two cups of tea, then sat down and signaled for Kai to sit also. “You are important to our world, and I trust you completely. I know you can do this, even if you feel uncertain right now.” Then she held her teacup high and toasted her grandson.
“What are we doing?” Kai asked grinning at his grandma.
“We are asking for guidance for your future,” Chani explained. “A coming-of-age ceremony because you are at the dawn of an important new adventure, and you haven’t had one yet. I believe you are here to bring great good to our world and change events that have happened. You learned about the Bog patrols and their true intentions before anyone else. That experience was just the tip of a very deep iceberg. You heard about it before the crimes began and were able to warn leaders like Grophin. As an old woman, I believe the Moon granted you this task. Even though you can’t hear Sohm yet, you heard about the King’s menace to Kalendra first, which means you are the one who can make it right.” Chani’s eyes get unfocused for a second as a sad smile crosses her face. “My sister Kim was a Moon Person. I had always wished she could teach you herself, but she died when you were still a baby. I promised her I’d do my best to teach you what I could, years ago.” Tears came to Chani’s eyes. “I will honor my dear sister Kim forever.” She held her teacup up in the room and spoke to the candles that were lit on the table. 
“A change has come that could prove brutal to many,” she said. “It isn’t here yet, but the table has been set with a large slab of Blue Montis to dishonor the Moon People. This cannot be good. My grandson Kai has an important role to play. He needs your guidance. Please, for my dear sister Kim, give us the guidance you would have given her under similar circumstances.” Then she closed her eyes and bowed deeply to the same two candles and the teapot as if they were an altar in a shrine.
Kai bowed next to her, following her guidance. “Please, if it’s possible for me to help, allow that. I am here for you.”
The light in the room flickered. “You have been heard,” a deep, gravelly voice said. Kai heard it clearly.
“Did you hear that?” Kai said excitedly. His grandmother looked at him with a question in her eyes. She had not heard but knew that Sohm had spoken to her grandson.
“I believe that was the voice of the moon,” she said smiling enthusiastically at him. Kai was excited. He liked that gravely sounding voice and looked forward to hearing it speak again. The two walked back over to the map. “Hold your stone now,” she said. “Do you have a sense of where you should go?” 
“There’s something about the Blue Cliff Basin. But isn’t it a ruin, or an archaeology site? If it’s too barren, I’ll leave. I get a good feeling about that place. Does someone live there that I should talk to?”
“Yes, there is a reason you’re drawn there. You are being called by the Insight Chamber. It is next to the stadium in the center of the ruined city. I visited the region once with Kim and she often spoke of the guidance she received there. I went inside the Insight Chamber once myself. I believe the Protector there knew I would be your guide now…” her voice trailed off. “The moons are already guiding you because your senses tell you to go there. I have never been a Moon Child, but my sister was. She would be so proud. Her heart was full, and she was one of the happiest people I ever had the pleasure of knowing.” Chani looked down. 
“Okay,” she said, collecting her thoughts, “what do you need to be on your own? To thrive? Surely, you need more magical training. You need an Academy for Moon People. My sister attended one, but she never told me where it was. They kept it hushed, a secret. Perhaps the Insight Chamber will tell you more. I hope so. Kim did tell me it’s an unusual sort of training because they ask you to solve real world problems. Your classes are a small part of the training and the quests are important. 
“You said you’ve called for Tea Service before. This was an unusual ceremony, one that Kim taught me. I have never used this before tonight. Kim did this if she was going into a difficult situation and needed guidance. It never failed her. In fact, please sit once again. We haven’t properly finished our tea.” Kai sat down and the two drank their tea and ate the snacks while he told Chani about what he’d learned living in Wizandor Village. When they finished, she stood to continue with his training.
“You can easily get sustenance simply by requesting Tea Service, announcing it expectantly. How much magic did Onyx use?”
“I never saw her use magic. But when we were at home alone, Asa and I got Tea Service. We took turns so we’d both get good. It was the last thing mom taught us before she died. And it gave Asa and I time together, to be family. We liked that. Of course, I got good with the healing crystals you gave me too. Rod made sure of that. I can eliminate bruises and swelling, and make cuts stop bleeding.”
“You must have questions. Please ask me. What do you need to know?” Chani looked at him expectantly.  
“I don’t understand why … I mean, the kids in Wizandor aren’t different from us, are they? But Asa started getting magic. Why not those other kids?” 
“That has to do with expectations and beliefs. They were taught to fear magic and look outside themselves exclusively for guidance. You can’t access magic when you don’t trust your own insights. They are the doorway that connects you to your intentions, the things you want for good. Frankly, that’s what magic’s is about, bringing love and good to the world. Kai, did you really have to follow directions all day while people judged you?” Chani asked. Kai nodded. Then he shook his head at the memories.
“Yeah, we really did. But some of us were different, not just Asa and me. Her friend Hana felt like we did. I wasn’t a good citizen of the realm, by their standards,” he flashed a smile knowing Chani would understand. “I mean, I did use my magic and I saw how unjust they were. I wanted to learn what you know … and Dad. At least I only got caught once.” He shrugged.
“That explains it. You see, magic is about increasing your own abilities. Your vision of a just world is part of the magic. It provides a shortcut to getting through all the chores in your day, for starters.  All the basics are covered to free up your time to develop your strengths and interests. Have you noticed that when you develop a skill and get past the awkward stage, you start to get into the flow, and you know what to do without thinking about it so much? Take playing music for an example. You can get into the music, but not when you’re still frustrated about playing the right notes or how you’re going to hold the instrument. Developing magic is exactly like that. It’s awkward at first, but as you get it, it becomes easier. You don’t have to concentrate so much. You can trust and allow.” Kai nodded his understanding. “The people in Wizandor are stuck. They don’t trust themselves for one, and that’s a big one. They don’t know it’s a skill. And they’re terrified of what everyone else will think about them. Plus, they’ll get into serious trouble if they’re caught. And these are all the reasons why they can’t access to their magic. That’s a lot of obstacles, don’t you think?” Kai nodded his understanding.
“Is that why Rod and his friends were mean?” Kai asked. “They’d beat me up and call me names and all. But I think they were mad because ... of something else.”
“Yes,” Chani said smiling. “Because they suspected you had a life beyond all the chores you told me about.”
“But they got rewarded and I got punished,” Kai said.
“You still had the better situation, because you had a reason for living,” Chani said. She stood up and signaled for Kai to follow her. The two went onto the back deck. “What else do you need to know?”
“Explain to me the difference between the Messenger Trails and Energy Trails. What can I do by myself?” Chani looked at her grandson approvingly.
“That’s a good question. Messenger Trails, as you know, exist in the landscape itself. They are a physical passage through the atmosphere. Just like a small ant trail can turn into a highway if enough ants use it. A lot of people going between the same two points in the land creates Messenger Trails. Those passageways are a shortcut. But Energy Trails are different completely. They are something you create with other wizards working as a team. You use your crystal and your intentions together to go from wherever you are to a specific destination you visualize. They require familiarity about your destination. They make it easy for one person to take a group of people to their own home, for example. They’re direct and easy to use. Mages gather in a circle and hold hands or grab each other’s shoulders. The leader uses their crystal and sets an intention to take everyone there together. When you get more advanced you can do the same by using a Talisman. Don’t worry about that yet.” Kai looked at her trying to understand her answer.
“Okay. Let me get this straight. If I’m in a hurry, I take a Messenger Trail and carry my board,” Kai said. “And if I want to check out the landscape and see where I’m going, I’ll use my board because it’s way faster than walking.” Chani nodded. “And when I want to go a long distance with other people, we take an Energy Trail together.” Chani smiled and nodded her approval.
“Now you understand the transportation. That’s an important start Kai. There’s more, but I think this will be enough for now. I say we get a good night’s rest, and I will help you learn more magic tomorrow.” Kai nodded. 
“But Chani? What if I make a mistake? What if I can’t use my magic when I need it?”
“What makes you worry about that?” Chani asked gently. “Are you afraid you’ll lose your nerve and you’re training along with it? I know you won’t, Kai. It’s called practice. You will keep getting better. I’m sure. And you were very brave to keep practicing in Wizandor. There was a lot of pressure to give it up.” Kai relaxed a little and nodded. 
“I admit I had mixed feelings about that. I was careful not to get caught.”
“We’ll practice all the basics for the next several days. I’ll teach you some new things and help you practice.” Chani looked into his eyes. “But, Kai, you need formal training that I can’t give you. That’s one of the reasons I want you to go to the Insight Chamber. She can see your future, or at least, enough to give you proper guidance. And certainly, she will know where to send you, if there still are schools for Moon Mages. 




Chapter seven

Kai arrived in the Blue Cliff Basin just before sunset and looked around the ancient grounds. He saw villages that used to be bustling, a few hundred years ago. Now there was rubble in some places, and preserved areas in others. Alleyways between buildings told the story of how people spent their lives. Kai was certain these buildings once held restaurants. He saw large spaces with kitchens in the back, and rooms that looked like they used to be shops. He even found a small room in the archaeology site that was still viable to spend the night. There was a fireplace in one corner and some seating across the room built in, made of adobe. He went inside, sat down, and felt like this apartment would be a good place to hang out with a friend. It was comfortable and felt like people had done that not long ago. He put his pack down and went outside to mark the location, so he could return and find this location again.
He walked outside and held the white moonstone his grandmother had given him. It swirled inside again, and he wondered about what it meant to be a Moon Person. He checked that he could find the small apartment in such a large ruin one more time and felt momentarily like he had a home. Kai began to wander in hopes that he wasn’t the only one out in this barren land. It was strange to be this isolated. He missed Asa and wondered what she was doing in Wizandor. Suddenly, he heard voices and a scuffle. Kai hid and scanned the landscape. Then he realized that some looters were taking one of the rooms apart, looking for treasure. 
“Told you this was going to be mine,” he heard.
“No. Mine,” said another. 
Kai wondered who these people were. But then, before his eyes was a woman, moving by magic within some sort of light trail following them. He could see her easily, but he realized the two men could not. She threw some stones and made a high-pitched sound to warn them. The men looked at each other and ran out of the archaeology site, certain it was haunted. Kai watched to see where the woman went, then followed her, wondering if there was a community here.
When he found her small encampment, the woman and an older man were there. They had a fire burning outside where they were cooking a meal. Kai watched the two of them carefully, staying hidden in the shadows as he had for so many years. He decided that he’d listen for a bit, and if they seemed safe, then he’d meet them. 
“I’m going to go back to the Wenderfaren soon,” The older man said as he stirred the fire.
“Okay,” the woman said. “What do you suppose those two men were up to? I’d like to be sure they’re out of here before you leave, Dad. I mean that was weird. People barely ever come here. I saw one of them was carrying a shovel to take that small room apart.”
“Well, we can’t exactly protect this whole place. But I will stay for a few days. I agree we want to be sure they aren’t coming back before I leave. The important carvings and stones are protected, at least.” The woman, nodded.
“Definitely. Well, I think I’ll protect my own apartment from now on.” As Kai listened and watched, he realized there were just the two of them here on an archeological dig. A father and daughter team. They seemed safe provided they didn’t think he was a thief.  He decided he should try to meet them. Worse case, they would also tell him to leave. 
Kai had had a backup plan if it wasn’t safe here that his grandma approved of. The Gabriella Passage looked empty, and she said there were apartments in the cliffs that were usually available there. He’d been checking the Messenger Trails that went from this region to that location and he’d found one. And he knew he could visit his grandmother from there easily or go to the Outer Plateaus. He assumed the less populated places would be safer right now. Logic told him that if the Moon People were to be taken to the Bog, the King’s men would look in the most populated places to find them. 
Kai got up his courage and walked up to the two people near the campfire. 
“Hello. I hope it’s okay that I’ve come here. I saw you scare those two men away – the ones trying to take the treasures in that room over there.”
“You saw me?” she said.
“Yeah. But they didn’t. It was funny. They panicked like you were a ghost,” Kai laughed.
“If you saw me, then you must have Moon Blood.”
“That’s what I’m told. I’m here to stay safe. In Wizandor Village, some men were talking about rounding up the people and putting them on a slab of Blue Montis to get rid of the Moon People. That’s King Okid’s plan. They said we can’t have a modern society if the Moon People get in their way.”
“What? That’s crazy,” the woman said. “Please. Have a seat. Tell me about yourself.” Kai looked down, feeling uncertain.
“Well, um, I was staying with my grandmother after I left the Wizandor Village. I got the sense I should come here. Chani thought it was because of the Insight Chamber.” She looked at him, probably wondering why someone so young was on his own. Kai was small for his age, and he looked younger than he was.
“So, I got here and found a place to stay. Then I saw you and realized other people were here.”
“I see. Where did you say you’re from?”
“I was living in Wizandor Village recently. But my family’s from the Wenderfaren and the Tahata Lands near the Black Hills.”
“I see,” she said slowly. “My name’s Walenda. And this is my father, Shepard.” He nodded.
“Hi, I’m Kai.”
“Would you like some food?” Shepard offered. “We made plenty.”
“Thank you, yes. How long have you been here?” Kai asked.
“For ages,” Shepard said. “We’ve been trying to understand the society that used to live here. It’s sophisticated. We think the weather systems changed and they lost their water. Looks like they lost their crops. We’re interested in their magic systems also. They seem different than the ones we use these days.”
“I love magic,” Kai said. “I want to be a Magic Keeper like my father was, but right now, I’m trying to stay safe. Why would the Bogs want to destroy the Moon People?”
“Beats me … Well, no ... I take that back,” Shepard said. “King Okid and his Vizier are corrupt. Moon Children hold morals above everything else because the moon speaks to them and teaches them how to keep the world thriving. When too much energy is taken in the present, it borrows reserves from the future, you see. Overdo too much and it could collapse the planet. Sohm monitors these things and keeps his Moon Children informed, so they’re always mindful of people yet to come.”
“I haven’t heard the moon speak yet ... well, except when my grandmother gave me this stone and we did a ceremony,” he pulled the special stone out of his pocket and the clouds swirled around inside. He handed it to Walenda. When she touched it, colors filled the stone as it swirled. She and Kai both heard the words stay strong. She passed it to Shepard, and when he held it, it looked like an ordinary river stone again.
“That’s a valuable stone,” Walenda said. “One that can identify Moon People. That’s why you saw me when I used the Moon Trail to scare those men off. You’ll be able to open Moon Trails with that when you get better at using magic. They’re more advanced and it works after you have spent more time with Sohm. It isn’t often that I’ve had to use Moon Trails to scare off bandits. I wonder what they were going to take.”
“Loot to sell,” Kai said. “That’s what I heard. They were getting ready to fight over something.”
“Do you have any things?” Walenda said.
“Yeah. I found an apartment that looked comfortable over there, so I left my things and marked the entrance. This city was big back in the day.” Shepard and Walenda nodded. “What are you looking for out here if I may ask? You said magic systems, but how do you find them?”
“Would you like a tour?” Shepard said. “Lately, we’ve found several stones that were carved with symbols. We’re trying to translate them. We think the people did an excellent job of keeping their lore written down.”
“What do you think those men were trying to steal?” Kai said.
“Turquoise and other carved stones they can sell. There isn’t much of value to the modern people other than that, at least not anything that we’ve found. I think the written scrolls and unusual rooms are the most valuable, but looters can’t take those.”
“Rooms?”
“Yeah. Some of the spaces have protectors that speak to you. There’s the Insight Chamber, that gives you advice on your next steps, tells you about strengths you might have overlooked, and sometimes sends you on missions,” Shepard said. Kai nodded, knowing that’s why he was here.
“There’s a room over there,” Walenda said, pointing across the central square past the stadium. “When you go inside, you’ll hear a conversation from the distant past. Every time I’ve been inside, I heard whatever I needed to hear at that moment. It’s astonishing. You overhear past conversations from ages ago and realize it’s perfect advice to take.”
“Lately, we’ve been on the lookout for drawings and scrolls,” Shepard said. We’ve been systematically drawing them down. Would you like to look?” He got up and went inside his apartment to grab a notebook, then returned to the fire. He handed it to Kai who began thumbing through the pages. He saw several detailed maps.
“This used to be the lay of the land. The ocean way out there. Usually, that isn’t on the map,” Kai said, pointing to the upper left corner. “Were there places that don’t exist anymore?”
“Look at this. There used to be a city down in the river valley between the Gabriella Valley and the Outer Plateaus. It was a huge settlement. I’ve never seen a trace when I’ve been there,” Shepard said. “It’s hard to understand where it went. But there is a detailed drawing of it on one of the walls here.”
“You’re welcome to stay over here,” Walenda said. “If you’d be more comfortable being near other people at night. There is one more apartment that we’ve cleaned up. You can use it.”
“Thank you,” Kai said. “Maybe I’ll go get my pack. I feel terrible I had to leave my little sister. But those mean men were planning to kill the Moon People. I had to leave. Why do people do that, find someone a little different and act like they are responsible for all that’s wrong?” Walenda shrugged.
“I get it,” she said. “We lived in the White City, and people were more open-minded there than Wizandor, but I still didn’t let people know I was a Moon Person. We had to keep it quiet. In a roundabout way, that’s how Dad and I ended up out here. We wanted to learn about ancient cultures and see if prejudice was the basis of other civilizations. I wondered if that attitude made civilizations collapse. Once we got here, though, we were intrigued. How could a place thrive and then vanish? Everything’s still here. No war or anything from outside that ransacked the place. I’ll walk with you and give you a tour while you grab your things if you want.” Kai nodded.
“Thanks, Walenda.” The two walked across the valley and past the stadium in the center of the basin. “That must have been an entertaining place. What did they do?”
“It looks, from the carvings, that they had spear throwing and archery contests. Maybe track and field events too. I think they even had contests for magic. There are secret society spaces here, and a lot of magic instruction. Performances and music, based on the images we found carved on the outside of the stadium. Check these out,” she said, pointing to a series of carvings that surrounded one of the entrances to the coliseum. Line drawings showed people with a variety of instruments. Kai saw line drawings of bands playing together.
“What’s that?” Kai said, pointing to a small tower that stood near one end of the stadium. “Were those the best seats?”
“Looks like it, doesn’t it? That’s the Insight Chamber. People go there and meditate. The protector still provides guidance, as you know. I think, a long time ago, it was reserved for the leaders of the community. You can go up there whenever you want. Now or later. Your choice,” Walenda said. “It’s worth it.”
“Okay. Cool. I could use some guidance. Chani, my grandma, said it was important for me to go up there. I’ll go later,” Kai said and kept walking to the apartment where he’d left his pack. “I heard Sohm, I think. That’s the Moon guardian? I was at my grandma’s house, and she made a very special tea ceremony, Tea for the Win she called it.” Walenda nodded. “After she requested some help, I faintly heard a very low voice saying he heard me. Is that how it starts?”
“For you it is. I think it’s different for everyone. The first time I heard the moon, I was hiking in the Outer Plateaus and a gigantic storm was coming, the kind that brings flash floods. I was in danger and didn’t know it. A very deep voice inside my head said, ‘Get out now.’ I was startled. I thought my intuition had gotten a voice,” she laughed, “but I didn’t question it for a minute. I got to a higher ridge and found shelter just in the nick of time. The flood waters were eight feet deep by the time the rains stopped. I think I was fourteen or fifteen. The lower valley became a raging river while I was climbing the cliffs. I have valued that voice ever since. Sohm’s a treasure and a gift for all Kalendra, but only some of us can hear him.”
“Why would King Okid want to make that voice go away? It’s for the whole world’s protection,” Kai said.
“I guess we’re going to find out. I suspect they know they’re doing something wrong because they’re looking for a scapegoat. Maybe they’re afraid because they don’t want to stop, and they know eventually they’ll be found out. Situations like this always raise more questions than they answer, I think,” Walenda said. Kai looked at her and thought about what she said.
They arrived at the apartment where Kai left his things.
“You found a good place,” Walenda said. “We thought about staying here before we discovered how much of the valley, we could see from the location we picked. I like this neighborhood. It has a good energy.” Kai nodded.
“That’s what I thought too,” he said. “Are there places here to avoid?”
“Not here, in this central area,” she said. “Some of the places on the outskirts feel a little dicey, and the places like that room I told you about where conversations that echo the past happen. I wouldn’t stay in that corridor at night. I don’t go near some places by myself even in daylight. We haven’t had bad experiences, but there is an underlying tension in some of those rooms, like maybe something happened a long time ago.”
They returned to the campfire and Kai rolled his sleeping bag out in the apartment Walenda showed him. Then came out and sat down.
“Last week, I wouldn’t have imagined I’d be here, or anywhere other than the King’s world,” Kai said. “Something’s shifting in a big way.”
“Have you been to that Insight Chamber place?” Kai asked Shepard.
“Oh yes, on several occasions,” he nodded. “Usually, before I leave, when I’ve been here for a long time. I check in just in case there’s something I should know or be aware of when I’m gone. She senses your future, I think. I’ve never been misled.”
“Well, I was thinking maybe I should have a go,” Kai said.
“Absolutely, my young man,” Shepard said. Kai got up and walked down the hill past the stadium and over to the Insight Chamber. He stood at the bottom of the ladder looking up. He took a deep breath and glanced back towards the encampment where Walenda and Shepard were. Then he closed his eyes for a minute, accessing the deep silence Grophin had taught him to witness inside of himself. It was part of his training in the Crystalline Forest. He took a few deep breaths to become grounded about his decision to be here. When he was ready, he began the steep climb up, carefully gripping the railing. Kai arrived at the top and examined the inside of the Insight Chamber. He saw a single chair that leaned back to face the stars. He wondered if it this place was used to talk to the planets. He climbed in and immediately knelt and bowed all the way to the ground. “Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to come here,” he said. He stood, went to the chair, and sat down. He leaned back and looked up toward the skies. He was small in the chair and stretched himself up to his full height.




Chapter eight

“My young man, problems are stirring in your homeland, in many of the communities,” he heard an ageless woman’s voice in his head. “People’s minds are being poisoned and that is always the first step to draining a community of its most valuable resource, people’s good judgment. Balanced and healthy thoughts are essential to the wellbeing of all. To poison them is dangerous. 
“As a Moon Person, your assistance is in great demand. Whenever the Moon People are scorned, the world falls out of balance. Egos are unstable - they cannot provide the foundation for a civilization ... I request of you a journey, the one you have already begun that brought you here.”
“Okay,” Kai said, feeling slightly stunned.
“There are other ancient lands besides this one. When this place was thriving, there were trading partners. They also had competitions between their wisest and sagest shamans and wizards, like your Magical Games in the rural lands. Consider yourself an apprentice to those people, the peers of this place in the past. They have a great deal to teach you.”
“Where, how?” Kai said.
“You must find the long-forgotten trading partner of this land for yourself. Once there, you will become an apprentice to the masters there who can guide you. The Academy of the Moon Magic. The Protector there will guide you because this is what she does best. I will suggest that large vast lands are not always what they appear. This quest to find the Academy will help you learn how to repair the damage being done in Kalendra now. Begin with your own observations. You will know how to proceed. Remember, only you can choose your own path. Thank you for honoring this request.”
The room was silent again and Kai reviewed what he was just told as he examined the planets and stars in the sky. Had the request come from the universe or the planets?  Somehow, it felt as if it was etched in his soul once he heard the words. He’d never felt this way before. He promised himself, and the Insight Chamber, he’d find a way to fulfill the request, to find the Academy that could help him.
Kai got up slowly and looked across the Blue Cliff Basin from the Chamber. The vast array of buildings that used to serve this community stretched farther than he had realized. From where he stood, he also saw the Ball Return complex. It was far in the distance and matched the geometric design he had been told about. He saw the vertical channel that rose above it into the clouds. He knew that was called the Outer Channel and it was a passage to access the Upper Realms, the villages in the clouds. It was subtle, but the channel was visible from there. The world was different from this location.
Kai left the Insight Chamber and climbed down the ladder. He continued to explore the coliseum and archaeological site. He imagined what this place was like when it still thrived. A vision filled his mind of people on the pathways, carrying water, performing magic, dancing, singing, and laughing. He imagined kids playing hide and seek. When he examined the drawings around the coliseum, he saw a playfulness to people’s lives. The drawings felt alive. 
After spending time thinking about what he’d heard in the Insight Chamber, Kai walked back to the fire where Shepard and Walenda were having a cup of tea. They welcomed him and he sat, with a pensive look on his face. He was quiet for a long time and stared at the fire.
“She sent me somewhere, an Ancient Academy for Moon Magic. She said I need to find it for myself,” he said. “She said that Kingdom was an old trading partner to this world. Are there other ancient cities you know about? Where would I look?” Kai was in a daze, fully aware that he had agreed to something he had no idea how to accomplish.
“I’m proud of you, young man,” Shepard said smiling. He poured another cup of tea and handed it to Kai. “I can’t wait to find out what you learn. And yes, I will help you explore the ancient carved maps of this old world. We found several in a room on the other side of the coliseum. Have you learned to travel in the magic trails yet? Perhaps we can teach you how if you don’t already know,” he offered. Kai looked at him and nodded, relieved to have some help.
Walenda sat in silence. “We searched for some of those older villages, and most have turned to dust. But she wouldn’t send you unless there was a city we haven’t found yet. This is exciting. This a puzzle. Don’t worry, Kai, we’ll help you put the pieces together,” Walenda smiled. Kai relaxed. He appreciated Walenda’s enthusiasm.
The sun had reached the horizon and the moons, stars, and planets looked larger now. Kai thought of his grandmother. He wished he could tell her about today. She’d be happy to hear the Insight Chamber was sending him to an Ancient Moon Academy like she wanted.
“We have enough notes about the ancient cultures to put just about anyone to sleep.” Shepard said.  “It’s fascinating but there’s so much it exhausts your mind,” He walked Kai to the library of notes they’d made in his apartment. The room was packed with shelves of notebooks.
“Tomorrow morning, let’s go together to the ancient’s own archives, and you can view the world from their perspective,” Shepard said. Kai nodded. He felt safe here, but he was starting to feel restlessness. He knew he needed to leave soon, now that he had his assignment, and hoped this puzzle wouldn’t take too long to solve.
***In the morning, the three walked down to the stadium. Kai carried his board. He examined the carvings on the outside wall again. They told the story of humanity at its finest, babies smiling from arms that held them tight. Then he saw the line drawings of competitions Walenda described. They included both sports and magic. Kai was riveted.
“What’s that?” he said, pointing to a man and a child his age.
“We think it was a ceremony for the Moon Children. Look at this design,” Shepard said, pointing to a zigzag marking. “You’ll see it in a variety of images throughout this ancient land. Every time I’ve translated it, I believe they intended to mark the world of the moon and its people,” he pointed to another frame with the family holding small children. There was a feint zigzag mark on the child’s forehead and lines radiating from the child.
“These look like everyday life, but the ones with this symbol describe something to do with a special force. That’s why we think it’s the Moon People.” Walenda nodded. She pointed to the outside of the drawing and Kai saw that the zigzag pattern expanded outside the image and towards the sky. Kai nodded in understanding.
Shepard opened a Messenger Trail. Kai saw it led to a specific location across the valley. Shepard signaled for Kai to go first, then he and Walenda followed. They stepped through and arrived in the archive.
“This is an ancient library,” Shepard said. “Look at all the wonderful things they kept in here.” He showed Kai into the next room. Huge maps covered the walls. “These are maps of Kalendra from their perspective all those years ago. There are some cities we’ve never found. And locations people live in now, like Beacon’s Village, are not on the maps.” Kai looked around amazed by the archives here. He paid attention for anything that drew him in, as Chani had instructed and took mental notes.
At the far end of the room, Kai saw maps of villages. He recognized a line drawing of what must have been the Ball Return with its outer channel that led up to the clouds. Then he looked at the next large line drawing. He saw the front gates of a city that was built directly into a high mountain, surrounded by water.
“What’s this place?” he said.
“We don’t know,” Shepard said. “That is the great mystery. We have been to many mountains searching for cities too. To be fair, we did find two but they’d fallen into rubble. That one looks elegant, but we’ve never found anything so fine.” Kai closed his eyes and tried to quiet his mind as Grophin had taught. There was something different about that place, the settlement in the mountain, and he needed to fine tune his awareness of it.
He kept looking around. In the back of the room, he found a map that looked surprisingly like a modern map. It was a tall rectangle. He recognized the Wenderfaren Valley and the Gabriella Passage, but this map stretched all the way to the ocean. There was something different here too. He saw one mountain peak in the northern part of the desert. 
“Shepard, what’s this over here?” Kai said.
“Desert wasteland. That’s why it’s not even on the modern maps anymore. It’s been explored thoroughly already,” he said. “I’ve spoken to people I trust in the Black Hills, and they’ve assured me there’s nothing but sand if you cross those mountains to the north. If there was a city there, it’s likely blown away and become part of the desert. They’d know,” Kai nodded and felt disappointed. 
Kai continued to search the maps, but he felt truly intrigued by the image of a city carved into a mountain. He was sure it was the Ancient Kingdom the Protector of the Insight Chamber had asked him to find. It fit the description. Familiar feelings of determination surged within him. He disliked it when his good ideas were dismissed out of hand as Shepard had done.
“Did you try going there yourself?” he asked.
“I didn’t have the need,” Shepard said abruptly. “The people who live near there told me. Wouldn’t they know if there was something important out there?” Kai nodded outwardly while his determination grew. Shepard hadn’t taken the possibility seriously. Kai’s job was to find the ancient city and his new Academy. This was his single-minded goal. If Shepard had never seen that city and he didn’t take studying the desert seriously, perhaps it was there. The Boggers like Uncle Silas in Wizandor often told him to disregard his own ideas because they said so. Kai was often accused by Silas of overthinking situations. There was a reason, he told himself. He didn’t say anything because too many times he’d tried to argue with someone who already made up their mind. He went back into the room of maps and began writing down other landmarks in the region. He saw trails and other markings on the maps. 
Walenda signaled for him to follow her. When he did, she led him down the corridor. “This room has a stash of beautiful, polished stones. Many have designs carved into the center. Talismans. We even found a few, like the one your grandmother gave you, that change if held by a Moon Child,” Walenda said enthusiastically. “They were obsessed with the moons. We haven’t kept too many here. We’ve organized them and kept them safe from looters.” Walenda went back to the where her father was working.
“Cool,” Kai said. He looked through them and saw more zigzag symbols on some of the stones. The Moon People were highly regarded here, he thought. So many symbols of the moons.
When he finished looking through the stones, Kai picked up his board and left to wander through the ruin. Most of the rooms were empty and caved in. When Walenda saw him again, she pointed out the Room of Conversation. It was around the corner from where he stood. Immediately, he felt nervous. She had told him about rooms that changed when you walked inside. He took a deep breath and entered. Maybe it would give him another clue.




Chapter nine

When he walked in, and the room shifted before his eyes, he was glad she’d prepared him for that. Now he stood in a bedroom. People lay on straw, ready to go to bed. Their father spoke. “You must make your own mind in this world,” Kai overheard. “It’s not for others to know your mission or to fulfill it for you. It is yours alone, which is why you have your own reliable mind and choices. Use them well.” The room returned to the way it had been when he’d arrived. Walking outside, those words had synched the deal. Kai would leave the Blue Cliff Basin as soon as he had enough information to travel to the far northwest region of Kalendra and find what he believed was a mountain in the northern desert. He hoped it held the Ancient Kingdom. He felt sure that’s where the ancient trading partner was. He was determined to search through more maps to see if any held a city in a mountain. He’d seen the city in the carving. His hunch was strong, and Shepard’s dismissal without any factual evidence made him more determined.

He stood on his board and slowly rode through the site, letting his mind settle down, while he processed his plans. He rode up the hill to the higher plateau above the village and searched the area to learn more. He found more carvings of people, and primitive statues strewn across the land. He saw the zigzag symbol for Moon People in a few places. He continued to follow the trail to the highest hill in the area and looked down on the village and the stadium. 
The voice of the Insight Chamber repeated in his head, Consider yourself an apprentice. The shamans and wizards of their own time have a great deal to teach you. He looked to the west and decided not to talk to Shepard. He didn’t want to be discouraged, and Shepard’s attitude reminded him of Uncle Silas. He trusted the man in the Room of Conversations putting his kids to bed. That felt like the advice Chani would have given him. Kai knew he was here for a reason, ever since the Insight Chamber had spoken. Riding on his board grounded him and helped him find his resolve. He felt like he was with his Dad, and they were going on an adventure together.
With renewed hope, Kai flew across the scrub that covered the high plateau again. It felt like another world completely up here. He picked up a thin rock that fit comfortably in his palm, then examined the zigzag moon symbol from the ancient society that Shepard had taught him to look for. As he stared at it in his hand, the symbol became brighter. Faintly, he thought he heard, you know which way to go. You will be okay. It is time. He nodded to himself. Did he know where to go? Was he making up what the stone said? As he thought about it, he realized he had already decided and was coming to terms with the fact that he needed to leave this place. He had learned enough to keep going.

He saw the remains of homes across the plateau marked by hearths that were frozen in time. Looking across the site, he saw a carving of a person with the sign of the moons on it and a carving of a bright crystal held by a young person. He looked at it for a long time, wondering what it was like to live here in the past. Then he rode back down the hill and saw Walenda coming toward him. 
“I wanted to check in. Have you found anything you think might work?” she said.
“Yeah, on those maps,” Kai said a bit reserved. 
“I think you have a good idea, going to the desert. We haven’t been and can’t rule it out. I don’t know why my dad discouraged you,” she said. “I’m Moon Person too, and I know you were sent here for a reason. How old are you?
“Fifteen almost ...”
“You’re going to learn so much,” Walenda smiled. Kai nodded.
“I don’t know how to open those trails, Messenger Trails, the long ones. And I have a long way to go,” Kai said, brushing his bangs out of his eyes.
“Come with me and I’ll show you,” she said. “You know about the Energy Trails where you use your intentions to get to a destination along with a crystal, right?”
“Yeah,” Kai said.
“Good. Using a complicated Messenger Trail is like that. You open the trail in the atmosphere like always, but you visualize your destination with your crystal. When there is an established Messenger Trail there, you will see the endpoint through it, even if it’s a long way away. You’ll get it. The more comfortable you are with magic, the easier it becomes. Come with me. I’ll show you,” Walenda suggested a location for Kai to practice that went to the far end of the archaeological site. Kai practiced a few times. As he got the gist of how to manage a more complex Messenger Trail, Walenda suggested he go to the Gabriella Passage and back. “I’ll go with you, but you lead,” she said. Kai followed her instructions carefully, visualizing the outcropping to their south. When they arrived, he felt like he was starting to understand how to use magic trails in more complex circumstances. When they returned, the two walked to the campfire together and joined Shepard. 
“Walenda. How did you learn magic, you know, to be a Moon Person?” Walenda looked quickly at her dad, then turned to Kai.
“No formal training. I was lucky because I had an older cousin who taught me. He’s part of the Kalendra Coalition of Wizards and Shaman. I studied directly with him in the Chandrama Ray for two years. We traveled together and he taught me many forms of magic I wouldn’t have learned otherwise. Learning to hear Sohm is a new experience, and it’s not easy at first. The Wizards I spent time with taught me well.” Kai nodded.
“Oh my gosh,” Walenda said. “That reminds me of something I wanted to teach you. I completely forgot. Remember when you saw me in that Moon Trail when you first got here?” Kai nodded.
“That stone you have, the one that turns transparent and swirls when you hold it.” Kai nodded. “I know you haven’t started hearing Sohm speak, but one day, that stone will help you open Moon Trails. They’re different from any other transportation. They can keep you safe in a pinch. You need to know about them even if you never use one. You see, Moon Magic is different. It’s the energy of the shadows. It comes from the Moon at night. It’s hard to describe because it’s not a dark energy at all. But it’s closer to the world of dreams, as if it’s from a different dimension. 
“You see, those men couldn’t touch me because I was traveling through a Moon Trail, something they couldn’t access. I know it’s hard to wrap your mind around, but somehow, it’s impenetrable to other people and even animals. It’s a gift Sohm gives to his Moon People, because, sometimes he sends them on perilous missions. He wants to protect them. Moon Magic is different than any other form of magic. In a way, it’s ephemeral. 
“You already know the Blue Montis is our Achilles heel. We’re vulnerable to its poison because of our blood. It’s dangerous. But, in our favor, our Moon Blood allows us to enter the world of moon energy. That’s why we can hear Sohm speak. Accessing that keeps us safe and saves our lives in a pinch.”
“That’s so cool. I never knew,” Kai said intrigued. “How do you open Moon Trails?”
“With your intentions, just like any other magic in Kalendra. You make the request. You don’t need a crystal once you get good. But that stone is truly magical with Sohm’s energy. You see, it can also act on its own. It will work in your service. If you’re in danger, passed out or injured, it will protect you. Always keep it with you. You may never need it. I have one and its never acted on its own to protect me. It’s part of your tool kit as a Moon Person.” Kai looked at her in amazement. Even Chani didn’t know about the magical stone she gave him beyond identifying him as a Moon Child. 
“Thank you so much for letting me know,” he said.   
“Of course. I feel better now,” Walenda said. Kai stood up, feeling anxious about his unknown travel ahead.
“I’m going to double check my things again and find a special place to keep that stone, so I never lose it.” Walenda nodded and he went back into his room.
They spent the evening around the campfire and Kai went into his room to be sure he had everything packed. Then he returned to talk to his two new companions. “Thank you, Walenda and Shepard. I think I should leave in the morning. I have a sense of where I need to go … and, well, thank you for showing me so much here and letting me stay with you.” 
“I hope you’ll come back and visit again. I can’t wait to find out what you learn. I’m sure it’ll go well,” Walenda smiled. Shepard nodded. 
“Thanks. I hope I can find that ancient trading partner and the school. It’ll make a big difference to be with people who can train me.




Chapter ten

With the morning light, Kai walked northwest, his small pack on his back and his board strapped to the outside. He was crossing through the Badlands towards the Black Hills. He decided to avoid the region near his village of Tahata, where his family used to live. There was too much grief there. First, his father and the other mages perished battling large magical creatures when they left and went far to the north. It didn’t make sense that, somehow, the same creatures poisoned his village. He was sure there was another explanation. When his mom had returned to Tahata, she had been poisoned, and died. Kai would avoid that place.
He decided he’d use as many Messenger Trails as he could find and set his sights on the mountain pass that led to the desert. His senses told him that’s where he’d find the trading partner of the Blue Cliff Basin from centuries ago. He checked his Messenger Trail stones and squeezed the small rock with the zigzag moon mark on it. He decided this rock was his moon pal. Then he thought of Asa still in Wizandor, and wished she was with him now. Here, his companions consisted of magical stones and his board. 
Kai opened a Messenger Trail and concentrated on the mountain range to the west. He wanted to get to the desert as quick as he could, and he knew the magical trails would be fastest. The first trail opened and showed him rolling hills with mountains beyond. He saw where it led on his map and looked through the opening. According to his stones, this would help him bypass miles of Badlands, and endless dry scrub. He stepped into the Messenger Trail. When he exited, he stood in the most barren land he’d ever seen, but he’d made it all the way to the mountain range. That gave him a reference point. He walked toward the mountains and opened a second Messenger Trail which took him to the top of the first foothill. It was a dry land. These hills were made of stone and gravel. Only the hardiest plants survived.
Hungry and weary, Kai found a small patch of shade. He requested Tea Service by bowing down to the mountain in a gesture of respect. He sat near a large slab. A cup of iced tea and a variety of snacks arrived. Kai was tired. Even though he’d used some shortcuts, Kai had been traveling on his board across the arid land for hours. The food tasted amazing, as if he hadn’t eaten in a year. The tea revived him. He sensed the small stone in his pocket. As he concentrated on it, he got the feeling the stone had come this way before. It was an unusual hunch, he had to admit. Maybe, he thought, he was developing more moon senses. 
Partway up the mountain, he came across shale and immediately decided to use his magic board. He unstrapped it from his pack. He was confident he could use Messenger Trails when needed now and they they had made an incredible difference. Kai had gotten here from the Blue Cliff Basin faster than expected. But he doubted he’d find many magical shortcuts in the stone mountains ahead, especially if people avoided these lands. 
Looking at the shale—flat, slippery stones layered on top of one another, several feet deep—Kai knew this region was dangerous to travel by foot. So, he dropped his board and it hovered six inches above the ground. He jumped on and began to ride up the steep hill. When he got to the top of the first peak, he expected to find a change in the scenery. But instead, another valley lay ahead, followed by more craggy stone peaks in the distance. The day was passing fast. He touched his zigzag moon marked stone again. In his mind, he heard words. “You know where to go. All is well. It is time.” 
When he reached the second ridge, he started paying attention to any trails in the area. He looked for signs of life. Parched, he stopped and quenched his thirst at the peak of the next dry-stone mountain. He continued until the sun began to set. Fortunately, he saw a small cave near the top of another stone peak and decided he’d spend the night there. He rode across and went inside. It looked like a good campsite. He found the remains of a fire. Someone had cooked a meal, from the looks of it, but it was impossible to know when.
The cave, just below ridgeline, was wide enough to make a comfortable room. When he looked out, he saw more jagged peaks ahead and recognized where he was from the ancient map. Inside the cave, he bowed with respect, then stood and said, “Tea Service.” Before him a small table and chair appeared. Then a plate of freshly grilled vegetables and mushrooms arrived with wooden implements. Tea with healing herbs also arrived. The food tasted so good he ate every bite. Afterwards, he felt content and more confident, knowing he could take care of himself in this foreign land. He climbed into his sleeping roll, relaxed, and fell into a sound sleep.
Early the next morning, Kai discovered a trail along the ridgeline, and explored the valley below. He rode his board, hoping to find petroglyphs or landmarks of some kind, indicating human life. Then he continued, flying on his board directly towards three stone peaks clustered together. He recognized them from one of the maps in the Blue Cliff Basin Library. 
After he passed them, Kai stood rooted to the spot. White sand glistened before him in a small valley, but more stone mountains lay ahead. He instantly remembered Shepard’s words suggesting a city couldn’t be in the desert, that everyone had said so. He instantly feared that they were right, but hoped Shepard was wrong. Then he remembered the Insight Chamber said something about vast lands that were not as they appeared. There was only one way to know if this was a good idea. He squeezed the stone with the zigzag mark in his pocket and looked across the desert. Then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath to ground himself. He opened his eyes again and looked far into the distance. Was there something dark on the horizon? He hoped he saw a solitary mountain, but maybe it was haze or a gathering storm. Was there water there? There was no way to tell from where he stood. Kai worried his determination to prove Shepard wrong could color his vision. He touched the stone his grandma gave him as a guide for the Moon People as gnawing doubt crept up on him, then engulfed him completely. What if he’d made a terrible mistake? Why would anyone live in these hot desert lands?
Kai knew there hadn’t been a drop of rain here for years. Not a single piece of vegetation grew. To say he felt discouraged was an understatement. He wondered why he chose to come here and why he hadn’t taken Shepard more seriously. It did seem crazy anyone would build a settlement out in these hot, dry lands. Kai closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then he held his moon marked stone in his palm and squeezed it, trying to hold back tears as he realized this was a mistake. Other than the leftover remains of a fire in the cave from last night, there was no sign anyone had come this way before.
Had he really seen something on the horizon, or was his mind playing tricks to make him feel better? He took three deep breaths and thought of Chani. She would believe in him and remind him that even if this wasn’t the passage to the city he’d hoped for, he was doing what he needed to find the ancient trading partner and the school of magic. His small stone was quiet now. He wished it would whisper to him again, then decided he’d said those encouraging words to himself. There were no messages.
What could he do now? He closed his eyes again to calm himself down. Then he decided to keep going through the stone mountain range. That glimpse of the sand was just that. A glimpse. He’d only seen one valley and not the desert. He kept going, looking for a clear view of the desert. Then he’d see if the singular mountain was there. He rode along the ridgeline, trying to get past another peak that blocked his view. 
Kai’s mouth was dry again and he promised himself he’d stop as soon as he got to the top of the next pass ahead, whether the dry mountain range ended or not. Kai fought back tears knowing it wasn’t safe to ride if he couldn’t see clearly, and his vision was blurred. One gnawing question haunted him. Why would anyone build a settlement in such a hot and desolate place? It truly made no sense.
He began to wonder if it was barren all the way to the sea. Were there creatures that could handle this hot, arid climate? Had anything ever lived here? He pushed the thoughts out of his mind, concentrating as he rode through the difficult terrain. There had to be another lookout soon. 
Hours later, he crested the final dust dry pass. The desert opened wide before him. Directly to the north, he saw one large mountain. It was clear. It didn’t mean it was an Ancient Kingdom like the image he’s seen, but at least, it wasn’t a mirage. He found a small patch of shade, sat down, and took off his pack. “Tea service, please,” Kai said clapping his hands together twice. A picnic arrived. This time food was served on leaves. He received simple dense snacks of nuts and seeds that crunched loudly when he bit into them. Again, the flavors were amazing. Iced tea soothed his insides all the way down to his fragile emotions and outlook.
He pulled the small stone from the Blue Cliff Basin out of his pocket and looked at it carefully. The zigzag moon marking glowed, and he heard the faint words in his head, “It will be.“ Knowing he had handled so much uncertainty now, his confidence grew a little. He’d built many skills since last week. There were safe people in the Blue Cliff Basin if he needed to return there. Walenda wouldn’t judge him for going the wrong way. But deep inside, he felt another feeling grow. An adventure was waiting, and he was excited. He believed he must have found a world time forgot. It was too soon to know for sure, but this place was nothing like the rest of Kalendra. He turned around and looked at the route he’d come through. 
As he finished his snack, Kai pulled out the red stone Chani gave him and looked to see if there were any Messenger Trails out here. He managed to create a map of the desert before him and noticed there were some markings. None where he was now, but farther into the valley, there were some magic shortcuts. Knowing he would be able to use them once he got down into the desert gave him strength. He put his pack on his back and more confidently rode the rest of the way down the steep cliffs. 
As he arrived on the sand, he saw large slabs of carved stone. There were petroglyphs of large, winged creatures being ridden. Not many but a few were on the stones and cliffs here. They were visibly ancient, but it was hard to know how old. He pulled out his red stone, and following the directions Chani had given him, made sure he found a clean Messenger Trail to get him part way across the desert. It was strange there was a shortcut here that only shortened the crossing. He wondered how many destinations this trail served.
Kai held his board and opened a Messenger Trail. Before his eyes, through the round opening, he saw a more detailed closeup of the mountain. He also saw what he hoped was a beautiful Ancient Kingdom made of stone, surrounded by green vegetation. Kai held his board and stepped into the Trail breathing a sigh of relief, while hoping he hadn’t invented a mirage. He came out on the far side of what he’d come to call the endless sand. Relieved, he realized he hadn’t invented the Ancient Kingdom in his mind after all. Then he wondered, would he be welcome there? Would anyone be here? As he got closer, the old city looked completely preserved as if it could spring back to life. Maybe, he hoped, it was already inhabited, but it looked empty. He thought about the Wizandor Village and the Bog patrols and wondered if this settlement was safe. 
Kai walked, skipped, and ran towards the Ancient Kingdom. It looked beautiful. It wasn’t a ruin like the Blue Cliff Basin. It was preserved. His fear now was that it was completely empty. But there was only one way to find out. 
The Castle here loomed large. He walked up the wide stone staircase and crossed the stone bridge, looking down at the crystal-clear river below. Whatever magic had created this place was powerful and he could feel it in his bones. The bridge was in perfect shape, no signs of wear like the Blue Cliff Basin. He bowed as he walked down the stairs to the large entryway and the double doors. He decided he’d request asylum. He assumed magic as strong as he felt here could welcome or repel people as it saw fit. And he didn’t want to end up in a dungeon for being thought of as an intruder. He tried to call quietly. There was no answer. Kai pulled the small stone out of his pocket and looked at the moon marking on it. It flashed brightly for a moment, or had the sun hit it? He walked back to the midpoint of the bridge and looked down at the river again. Through the crisp, clear flowing water, he saw the bottom again and was flooded with memories of Kinizar Falls and the Waterlands, lands known for their healing waters. This place felt as healing as the mists he’d experienced there, just before he lived in Wizandor Village. This must be a forgotten land of Kalendra, he thought.
Kai walked back to the entryway and the two large double doors, this time with more confidence.
“With respect I come,” he said out loud as he bowed down on his knees, placing his head on the ground, his hands stretched out. “If you will have me, I seek asylum in the Ancient Kingdom.” He continued to bow as his father had taught him when they visited sacred shrines together. Just as he was feeling impatient, he heard in his mind. Thank you for coming. Thank you for hearing the call.




Chapter eleven

Kai stood and bowed at the waist one more time formally with his hands together. Then he said, “I am here to help.”
With his words, the doors opened to the interior courtyard, and a woman who looked ageless stood before him. She had silver hair and wore long teal robes, like those of a wizard. The hood flowed down her back, and the sleeves were broad at the bottom. 
“I understand you have come seeking asylum,” she said softly. “You are welcome here. I am the Protector of this city.” She bowed to him and extended a hand of welcome, gesturing Kai inside the Ancient Kingdom. 
The castle grounds felt welcoming as he walked through the doors. A large courtyard inside was filled with lush gardens, pots, and comfortable seating. Tables held a variety of refreshments. Kai couldn’t believe this place was real. It was a magical kingdom that had kept itself hidden in the desert. He marveled that it was possible for such a lush land to exist here. 
“Please,” the Protector gestured, “tell me where you’ve been. What has brought you away from your family and to this forgotten land?”
They sat at a table in the center of the courtyard, under the shade of an umbrella made of finely woven straw. With a wave of her hand a plate of fruit appeared along with a glass of lemonade. Kai nodded his thanks and took a large drink of the lemonade. Then he told her his story beginning with the threat he heard in Wizandor Village. He told of the King’s shadow falling across Kalendra, his parents’ deaths, and the Blue Montis slab to ‘test’ people for moon blood by poisoning them. He emptied his pocket and pulled out the stone with the zigzag mark of the moon and laid it on the table. Then he displayed the stone that Chani gave him and placed it next to the other 
The protector listened with empathy and concern while she assessed the young man before her.
“You have been sent to me because you have an important role to play. If you don’t consider this too forward of me, I request for you to attend the Ancient Academy for Moon Magic. You clearly have the traits of a Moon Child. While I understand that the King’s world in Wizandor Village might consider you a threat, the truth is that the qualities of the Moon People are the only ones that can resolve the problems of your world. Kalendra was never meant to exist for a small, selfish cabal that only focused on the egos of a few.  
“The training I have to offer will require you to travel once again, but before I send you, we must spend some time together here. There is a room where you are welcome to stay. I’d like to acquaint you with some of the magic of this Ancient Kingdom in case it is different than your own.”
Kai nodded. “What’s the training like there?” he said enthusiastically. “I love to learn.”
“This may surprise you. The training will take place here in this castle and surrounding lands, but not exactly here at all.” Kai’s face filled with confusion. “The Kingdom in the Desert welcomes you. But you have entered an unusual place. You see, this Kingdom here is ageless, which means my Ancient Kingdom transcends time. Sometimes, this castle is thriving and full of community. Other times, like right now, we are relatively isolated and closed. That is the nature of the magic here. There was a time, three hundred years ago, when the Ancient Academy of Moon Magic focused on recovering the wisdom of Kalendra because of problems that required the wizards to reset part of the land. I can send you to learn with the mages of that time. They will know how you can help your own magical world today in the Wizandor Village.”
“Are you saying you can send me to a school in another time? An Academy for Moon Magic?” Kai said enthusiastically, barely able to contain himself. This was a dream come true. He was relieved to learn there was formal training for the skills he needed.
“That is correct. It is rare that someone needs to travel through time to find solutions and proper training, but not unheard of. You are not the first I have sent into another time for training. I believe it’s appropriate. After all, the present-day has lost its connection with the great beasts. I believe that has left the door open for this King Okid you speak of to cause much harm. This is another oversight you can remedy with a little help from your new friends and instructors.”
“What would you like me to do?” Kai said, feeling a huge weight lift off his shoulders. He knew Asa would be excited to hear what she said. 
The Protector raised her glass to propose a toast. “I’d like you to see your room here.” She stood and led Kai to a small room inside the main complex on the far side of the courtyard. “It will be quiet, but I hope it’s not too quiet for you. Which reminds me, the Violinist, the Protector of Music, lives here too, in this Ancient Kingdom. You will see her from time to time. She travels throughout Kalendra and through time. She is, after all, the Guardian of Music, keeping its magic alive through the generations. Do not be surprised if she shows herself just when music is needed. The Protector snapped her fingers and the Violinist appeared and bowed to Kai. He bowed back to her.
“Good to meet your acquaintance,” Kai said. The Violinist nodded.
“You too,” she said softly. “I look forward to working with you in the coming weeks and months.”
“Let me show you to your room and study. You have some reading to do, although I expect you will want to explore the nooks and crannies of this castle home and stoke your curiosity. You must be exhausted after your trek through the desert.” Kai nodded. It had been a long trek, but now that he was here he had a new enthusiasm and didn’t feel tired at all. 
“I found some Messenger Trails, and riding my board helped.”
“Yes, that is good, Kai. You will need the skills of a messenger for what is laid out before you. Likely your classmates will be unfamiliar with your training to become a Ranger of the Sky. That is a recent development from the past few generations. Please continue developing those skills.” She gestured to his board and he nodded his agreement.
When she opened the door to his new room, he was greeted by a timeless study. There was a desk and parchment to write on, with a quill pen waiting. Books filled the shelves, and a couch and coffee table gave him a place to relax. The books looked old, but like the Ancient Kingdom itself, they were ageless, not worn. He saw there were two other rooms that led off the main study. He walked into one and saw a trunk near the end of a bed. He looked at her with curiosity.
“Robes and formalities for your training are in there. You are welcome to explore and see what you find. The clothing will match your new associates at the school. You won’t stand out too much. You will also receive some crystals. Are you familiar with those?”
“Some.” 
“Good. I’m glad to hear that.”
“Will other people be training? Other people my age?” he said.
“Oh yes, definitely.” Kai got a look of confusion on his face. “Don’t worry, it will become clear soon enough. You need rest. And we’ll talk more. But before I let you go, let me show you one other library in this building.” The Protector led Kai down the corridor a few rooms and opened the door into a large formal library. Shelves stretched to the ceiling filled with books. Other walls were devoted to maps. It felt like a living version of the archive Walenda and Shepard had shown him in the Blue Cliff Basin. “You may go between your room and this location. Become familiar and get your bearings. I’ll allow you to get acquainted and rest now.
“Yeah,” he said. Kai noticed that some of the carved maps Shepard had shown him were also carved into the wall here. He pointed to them. “This is how I found this place.”
“Yes, in the Blue Cliff Basin.”
“The Protector in the Insight Chamber told me to come here. I guess I already said that. I was afraid I wouldn’t make it here.” She smiled with understanding in her eyes, then left Kai on his own and began to write down notes about his circumstances to prepare the Academy for his arrival. Kai was going to need the right team to help him resolve problems in his world. 
***“There was a time when the Moon Children were considered the greatest asset of Kalendra,” the Protector said. “Have you heard about that?” Kai nodded. “This is because the moons helped establish the magic in Kalendra. The plan was to create a world that was sustainable. And the Moon Children, or Moon People, were an instrumental part of communicating between the moons and the people who lived in the world. It was all by design.
“They can hear the moons speak, and you will one day also. One day soon, I hope. Clearly, you understand the basics of magic in Kalendra. The Messenger Trails and the request for sustenance. Those were created by the voice of the moon. Sohm has provided great guidance over the centuries. The Wizards and Shaman came up with the idea of adding the Shaman Moon to the sky, led by Empress Shawnee, the founder of Kalendra. The intention was to curtail the problems of starvation, drought, and war. They built the Ball Return for that specific purpose, to raise another moon into the sky. Sohm had simply given them the instruction that they must do something to reduce suffering and that was the solution that they found.
“Is Sohm the only moon who speaks?” Kai asked.
“Usually, but it is possible to speak with the Shaman Moon also, although it is rare that she speaks directly to the Moon People. As you likely know, she keeps food growing throughout the land. That makes it possible for us to have Tea Service wherever we are, and we have that small, bright moon to thank for that. Sohm and his brother Moon oversee the magic within the lands of Kalendra. That is why they know when things get out of balance. They monitor the sacred magical crystals as their duty to the mages of Kalendra.”
“What is Sohm’s Brother’s name? Does he have one?” Kai asked enthusiastically. He had not understood the relationship between the moons before.
“Oh, yes. His name is Oscar,” the Protector said with a smile. “You see, he prefers to be anonymous and refuses to speak, except to Sohm. But the brothers have not always had a good relationship. Before their little sister, the Shaman Moon, was in the sky, they often fought over the tides and lands. Their arguments caused great rumblings and even powerful earthquakes from time to time. But with the Shaman Moon made of pure magic, neither dares to interfere in case it would cause harm to her. So, it’s quiet now. Sohm does most of the talking.
“But the moons don’t have all the say,” she continued. “Sohm can point people in the right direction. The biggest challenge that the Moon People have is relaying Sohm’s words to those who don’t believe and won’t hear reason.” Kai looked at her.
“Are you talking about the bullies in Wizandor?”
“Precisely. The Bog-style workhouses, as you call them, needn’t have such a terrible impact. But since they do, there is a mission I recommend you accept. Kai looked in her eyes, then slowly nodded.”





Chapter twelve

“I am sending you to Kalendra three hundred years ago. You will be fine there. I have helped others go into the past world without consequence. It is a specialty of this Ancient Kingdom to hold our world together through time. We can learn from a variety of experiences this way, and it allows us to keep Kalendra vibrant. When you arrive, please find Manni. Tell him I sent you.” Kai nodded to the Protector, letting her know he understood her instructions. 
“Manni. What does he look like? Tell me about him.”
“He is about six feet tall and has straight black hair and emerald eyes. His skin is a shade darker than your own because he lives in the desert. He runs the Academy of Moon Magic. There are other teachers also and a few wizards come to assist from time to time, but Manni is connected to everyone. His martial arts skills are exemplary. He’s quite well rounded in his magical abilities. You wouldn’t guess that from his soft demeanor. Best of all, he runs the first-year program. You will find him easily. I have no doubt.” She smiled.
“Your bed in the Academy is the same room that I gave you here, so it should be easy to find, but you will have roommates. Each of the magical houses works as a team. That is how the Academy works. Once you have some training, you will be sent on Quests and work together to solve practical problems. The classes supplement your training, but I believe your assignments and travels will be more significant to increasing your knowledge and abilities.”
“Please, explain to me again, where I am going?” Kai said confused.
“To the Ancient Kingdom in the Desert and the Academy of Moon Mages. A very sacred place,” she smiled.
“Where we are now.” she nodded. 
“It is, but as I’ve said, it was once thriving and busy. The training they offered was intended to repair similar problems to the ones you have spoken to me about. This Ancient Kingdom was the center for the magic of the Moon People. You have come here to alert me, haven’t you? It sounds like Wizandor Village and King Okid are willing themselves into ruin. Kalendra has many cultures by design so that we have many ways to solve problems. When one culture dominates all others, the world collapses under the weakness of that system. It always leads to destruction. Believe me, I have watched over Kalendra for many years, since the most ancient times. When some put themselves above all others,” she smiled, “they feel justified in their superiority. A lie forms at the very heart of their identity. From that standpoint, the notion of equality feels like a put down. But if you allow them that status, then they do great harm. And, of course, you cannot win for losing.” She looked him in the eye and shrugged. “This is a pattern that has repeated itself many times. You will learn from Manni’s world, and he will help you to repair your own.”
“What do they do?” Kai said.
“In Wizandor Village, they looked for scapegoats to hurt,” the Protector said. “But where you are going, this is not the case. There, Moon People are the rulers, and they are respectful of others. Their strength comes from the moons, and their own internal guidance. It does not come from their egos alone. Their council is inclusive because they begin with empathy, something King Okid and the Bogs are incapable of. I’m sure you’ve heard in your King’s speech that they are the great conquerors, and the victims, all at once. The Academy for Moon Magic, I’m sending you to is the antidote, I’m certain,” she said. Kai looked at her with curiosity.
“Are you saying I will have the strength to stand up to Rod and his bullies?”
“Yes. You will have the strength to defeat them. He is afraid of you.”
“But he has all the people on his side, and they aren’t afraid to hurt me. They like that.”
“That is true, but what else? What’s their Achilles heel?”
“They don’t understand people because they only see from their own perspective?” He wondered. “The stronger my resolve and the less I care, the weaker they become?” Kai asked uncertainly. The Protector smiled warmly at him. 
“Yes. They will do nearly anything to protect their superior position. You cannot see eye to eye with them no matter how much you are capable of it because they lack that ability. That is your danger and your strength.”
“You remind me of my grandmother. She would have said something like that,” Kai said.
“Good,” she smiled. “Come to the center of the courtyard and bow in the circle there.” Kai did as he was told and saw that the four animal totems inset into the stone floor. Dragons, Jaguars, Foxes, and Wolves were carved in a circle to look like they danced playfully. Kai bowed deeply, his forehead all the way on the ground. Then he closed his eyes.
The protector held three stones in her hands and made a pattern on Kai’s back. He was briefly surrounded by the colors of the rainbow as if they filled his soul. A bright light flashed three times and he was gone, all was dark. Then he heard a cacophony of sounds that he assumed meant he was being sent into another time.
***“I invited you to this emergency meeting because we’ve received an important message from the Protector,” the Senior Wizard, Kelne, addressed the board of the Ancient Academy for Moon Magic. They met at the Kingdom by the Sea. The room overlooked the ocean on one side and the Desert on the other.
Manni and Riya, two head instructors of the school sat alongside Koryn, the leader of this Kingdom, and Kelne, the head of the Kalendra Coalition of Wizards and Shaman. “There is a young man who will be attending our academy. He will be arriving for the start of term. It appears problems have been brewing in his land for some time. An insatiable King, as you may have suspected.” Kelne smiled a wry smile because everyone at the table had been involved with repairing the inevitable damage that came from a small elite establishing a hierarchy and disastrous power grab. Kelne relayed the story and the problems in Kai’s world.
“Now, it is up to us to give him the best team we can. I’d like them to all be his age if possible. And I want each one to have a strong natural gift to help repair the damage. We’ll begin the term preparing them. It’s not our usual approach to training, but this small group must become an important team, able to return and help.” Everyone nodded, understanding the circumstances. 
“At the risk of sounding self-serving, I would like to recommend my son Rendon. In all sincerity, he has a strong head on his shoulders and works well under stress. If the assignment is to repair the relationship between the mages and the beasts, I can’t think of anyone his age more qualified for the job. He truly has a talent for speaking with beasts and negotiating between the world of man and that of the animals.” Kelne looked directly at him and nodded. He knew Rendon well as his offices were in this Kingdom. 
“You’ll get no objection from me. I was about to nominate him myself,” Kelne said.  Rendon’s name was put at the top of the list for the team.
“If I may,” Manni suggested. “I believe the Sword Sage Dances will be helpful to break any of the spells that have been put on the villages and this strange workhouse. There is a young lady from my hometown. Her name is Senna, and she is a natural dancer and has been well trained with the Ceremonial Swords. Mind you, she can be quite opinionated, but her heart is in the right place, and she is their age. She’s not enrolled at our school, but I believe we can summon her.” They looked at each other and none could think of another candidate with that skill, something they all agreed would be essential.
“Sounds like a plan. I’ll add her to our list,” Kelne said. The name Senna was added. 
“There’s another young woman who’s scheduled to attend. She’s from the Upper Realms and I interviewed her. She’s bright and quite knowledgeable. Soft-spoken and gets along well. Her name is Ming li. Her natural abilities as someone from the Upper Realms, combined with exceptional Moon Mage skills will be a good addition. She’s flexible and thinks fast in difficult situations.”
“Sounds like a good teammate,” Kelne said. Manni nodded. He trusted Riya’s judgment instinctively. They had known each other for many years. Koryn added the name to the list. 
“And Kai, of course, has been training to be a Ranger of the Sky, but his training was cut short when his father died in battle and many other parts of his life fell to the wayside. He’s had a rough couple of years.”
“Ranger of the Sky. I’m not familiar with that,” Manni said.
“Well, it’s new for us,” Kelne said. “From what the Protector said in her notes it’s a combination of the traditional skills of stealth and insight all rangers possess. Add to that being able to cover great territory through the sky and manage lookouts of large regions. Riding a magical board is a skill I’m not familiar with. But with his training cut short, I don’t know what skills he has. We’ll have to get to know him.”
“Is there anyone else we should consider for the team?” Koryn asked as he stood by the names he’d written down. Everyone thought about the other candidates that could add to this team. As they went through them, none seemed to resonate as strongly as these three had. They finally settled on the list they’d identified. 
“I like the size. Four young mages. It’s a lot of responsibility for them, but they can travel together easily. Everyone has a different specialty and they’re all quite respectful. I like this group. Any more comments?” Kelne asked. Everyone was silent, satisfied. “Then I propose this meeting is ended. And Manni, please bring this young man to see me when he arrives. I’d like to welcome him here myself.”
***

Commotion was all around as Kai bowed in the center of the city, surrounded by the four animal totems. He looked up and saw a busy courtyard filled with people scurrying past, some carrying loaves of bread, others with baskets of food from the gardens. He stood quickly to get out of the way. Near the stage, he saw tables set up and people waiting in line to get checked in. A man with straight black hair and emerald eyes was preparing to speak. It was busy enough that nobody saw Kai arrive. And he wore the clothing and robes the Protector gave him for the occasion. He was glad he wouldn’t stand out.
“If you have not yet checked in to attend the Academy for Moon Magic, please come and see me,” Manni said clearly. Kai saw a young girl his age glance at her mother. The two hugged and she walked toward the stage. Manni, Kai reminded himself. He followed the girl. He didn’t see anyone else carrying magical boards, as the protector had suggested. Several students were already in line. Manni took his seat at the table for checking in new students. Kai stood in his line.
When Kai got to the front, he made eye contact with the speaker and asked, “Are you Manni?”
“Yes, and your name?” 
“Kai. I was sent here to attend your Academy for Moon Magic.”
“Alright.”
“I was sent here to work with you specifically. My parents died, and I was sent by the Protector of this city, um … well, from another time. She said I wasn’t the first,” Kai said hesitantly.
“Of course, of course, welcome,” Manni said. “I’ve been expecting you. Forgive me. It’s been a hectic day. I apologize. I have a few questions. Where are you from?”
“Wizandor Village, but the Tahata Lands before that, near the Black Hills.”
“Is there anything else I should know?” Manni said.
“When I came here from this city, the Protector, the Violinist, and I were the only people there. She recommended your training so I could return home and help.” Kai had a look of concern on his face and worried he didn’t belong here.
“You are welcome here,” Manni said. “On occasion, we receive requests like this. You’ll have a team to help you resolve the problems you face. Let me get everyone else signed in. Then there’s someone I want you to meet,” Manni said. Kai bowed, then walked across the central square to look around the bustling city. Dozens of students wore robes like the ones the Protector gave him. People of many ages were gathering. The atmosphere was one of celebration. But Kai also saw looks of confusion as others were also here for the first time. Many people wore traditional clan clothing. Others wore the clothing of wizards, with stone necklaces. He knew those students had been sent on quests. That was what the stone Talismans were for. He was glad for the time he’d spent in the library and with the Protector here in his own time. It was strange to see the same city inhabited and took him off guard.




Chapter thirteen

Kai walked through the Castle to take in the city in its glory. Flowers were in full bloom. Down the hill, he saw gardens that were visibly productive. People were sitting with their friends and enjoying iced tea in the courtyard. He looked forward to making friends here. A buffet was set up along the far wall. Kai walked past it to the front gates, then walked over to the bridge that crossed into the desert. He waited while Manni finished up. It was hard to adjust to this castle suddenly being full of people. It looked just as it had when he arrived. He walked halfway across the bridge and looked down. The water glistened brightly as it had done when he first arrived. He felt the cool breeze of the mountain, closed his eyes, and took a deep breath. He gave himself time to slow down and accept the change.

When he returned to the courtyard, people of all ages were having conversations. In Wizandor, people wore whatever was made in the King’s workhouses and there was a wide variation. Here, some clans dressed the same. Kai noticed one group stood together in bright yellow clothes with red sashes wrapped tightly at the waist. They wore red boots on their feet. Another group wore subdued colors as if they intended to blend in with the sand. A third looked like they could blend in with the sky and the clouds. 
Kai saw Manni step onto the platform again. He looked back to the tables and saw the other students were nearly checked in. Manni glanced over and met Kai’s eyes, then nodded.
“We’ll be meeting at sunset. The sun is high now,” he announced. “You all have plenty of time to get acquainted and the refreshments are exceptional. Take advantage of that. Please, allow me to introduce our fearless leader, Ameer. He’ll tell you about what we have in store, what the sacred Moon People can expect to learn this year. Ameer stepped forward and stood in the center of the stage. Manni stepped off to the side.
“Welcome, children of the Moons,” a tall elderly wizard with white hair and beard and piercing green eyes said as he stood before them. “As you know, you have great powers and strengths to offer our world of Kalendra. But of course, you must develop them first, and get to know one another, so you may work in teams effectively. If you are a new initiate, then please step forward.” Kai walked toward the podium and looked across as several children his age did the same. “You have come from throughout Kalendra,” Ameer continued. “Always a pleasure to share out wisdom for the benefit of all.” Kai was glad he blended in and wondered how many of the students had come here as he did, from such a long way away.
“As I’m sure you know, not many people are born with the blessings of the Moon. If at least two moons were full on your birth, then you received an invitation to attend training in this academy. You are here to become our spokespeople and leaders. We honor you all. But first, you have some grueling training. Sorry to make it sound so grim, but you must be able to stand up to self-appointed leaders. Some will consider themselves Kings, and others would ravage our planet with no conscience whatsoever. But there are other dangers too. 
“If you have not yet heard the voice of the moons, the great sage Sohm, that is okay. Our early training will help the first-year initiates to accomplish this. You will be staying in the village here, just off the courtyard. I believe we have three groups of new students this year. Welcome to you all. When you checked in, you were assigned to a bunk room. The second- and third-year students will stay in the bunkhouses outside the village. I trust you can find your cabins near the river down the hill from the stables. Several fourth years will begin training as Magical Specialists. Congratulations to you all. 
“The first-year students will be introduced to all the specialties this year. Understand that, while you are often revered in your communities for your wisdom, being a Moon person can also be lonely. Your community won’t understand your unique abilities and the intuition you possess. It is important for us to develop a strong community here, so you have others you can trust and rely on for council should the need arrive.
“It is my pleasure to introduce your trainers, Manni?” Manni stepped up onto the stage again and the two bowed to each other.
“Thank you, Ameer,” he said. Then he turned to face the audience. “Welcome.” He bowed to the students with his arms spread wide. “I am the primary trainer of the first-year students. My name is Manni. But don’t worry, my colleagues will also work with you,” he smiled. “Our most important goal is to strengthen your Mana, your supernatural core within. The stronger you are in your core, the more protection you can offer the world around you. My specialty is in the Sword Sage Traditions. If you haven’t had such training yet, then I welcome you to your first experience. This will expand your magic. We will also introduce you to Talisman Creation for the protection of communities, Tinctures for healing and strength, and if you have no experience yet, we will introduce you to speaking with the great beasts that share our world. We build on these each year, and the stronger you become with these skills, the more powerful you will become in your life.” 
Manni pulled a ceremonial sword from beneath his cloak and showed it to the crowd. It was made of clear crystal and shaped with edges that flashed in the light. Manni closed his eyes for a moment and breathed deeply, willing his Mana into the sword. It glowed a deep indigo blue. Then he stepped back and looked to the sky above the courtyard and froze for a moment. Then, as if an opponent was before him, he lunged forward with his blade, then stepped into a front walk-over. As he stood, poised once again, then spun the blade over his head. The transparent indigo from his sword filled the square. The audience felt the energy welcome them. The first years turned to one another in astonishment. Most had not felt the impact of the sword sage before. 
“Welcome to the Academy of Moon Magic. I specialize in raising the vibe of the community. Allow me to introduce you to your other instructors. Riya,” he bowed. Manni faced a graceful woman with black hair and deep green eyes that glowed. She wore flowing white robes as she walked toward him. Kai was awestruck by her beauty, her mesmerizing green eyes, and her presence. Manni and Riya bowed to each other formally. Then she faced the students.
“I am Riya,” she said in a soothing full voice. “I am here to teach you to create Talismans for health and wellbeing, to keep your community strong and optimized.” She bowed once again and noticed Kai in the crowd. She looked at him with curiosity. “Please allow me to introduce you to your instructor of Potions and Tinctures, Quintin.” 
Quintin jumped up on the stage. He was Manni’s height with a friendly disposition and a large smile. His hair was full and flowed away from his face. He and Riya bowed formally, then she stepped down. As she did, she glanced at Kai again and met his eyes, acknowledging him.
“The magic of healing is a beautiful thing, and I look forward to teaching you all,” Quintin said as he spoke to the crowd. He bowed, glowing with enthusiasm. Kai liked Quintin at once. “It is my pleasure to introduce you to our stable master, Gavin.” 
Gavin was a heavy-set man who looked like he’d come from wrestling animals in the hay. Walking in from the side door. He brushed his shoulders and pants off to seem nonchalant. Then he turned and pulled some hay out of his hair and beard. “Sorry. I lost track of time. Didn’t get cleaned up.” He awkwardly went to the front of the room, stepped up onto the stage and bowed to Quintin, then turned and bowed to the students. “I will be happy to teach you to take care of our flying creatures. All the animals, for that matter. It is important that you learn to mind speak with them.” He bowed again, then stepped back down from the stage. Kai was pretty sure Gavin just remembered something important because he ran across the courtyard and out of the building.
Ameer once again took the stage, holding his long crystal staff in his hand. “We will meet tomorrow at noon. Until then, please get to know the grounds and your roommates,” he said. He raised his staff, and in a flash, he disappeared. Manni took the stage once again. 
“This year, we selected your roommates with great care. Some students have traveled a long distance for important training, and we want them to have the right team to work together. Others require working with peers studying in the same Magical Specialty. Please enjoy getting to know your new roommates and team members.”
“One more thing, you will know it is time to gather when you hear three short horn blasts,” he said loudly getting everyone’s attention. “That is our signal to gather here.”
Manni jumped down and quickly walked over to Kai. “Shall we?” he said. “We have an errand I need to run. It’ll only delay you a little. I think this will be worth it for you.” Kai smiled and nodded.
“First, let me walk you to your room so you can leave your things. We’ve arranged a group of first years we believe will make an excellent team. We believe you’ll work well together. We’ve kept your team small on purpose.” He led Kai down the hallway to the same room he stayed in just last night.
“There will be four of you in here and you will meet your roommates as soon as we return. There are two rooms, one for the girls and the other for the boys, and this central space is for gathering, your living room. You may leave anything you don’t need. If you have valuables, keep them on you for now.” Kai nodded and left his pack on the bed, but he picked up his board, not wanting to leave it behind. It had been under his robes and Manni hadn’t seen it until now. He looked at it curiously, then turned and smiled at Kai. Manni gestured to the room Kai would share with Rendon, son of Koryn, the great wizard and leader of the Kingdom by the Sea.  
Manni signaled for him to follow.





Chapter fourteen

Manni led Kai outside the village, but instead of crossing the bridge to the desert, he led Kai around the outside of the building to the lands surrounding it. They walked through the large gardens of food Kai had seen earlier and saw people harvesting crops. Kai saw acres of vineyards and a variety of other hot weather crops including several fragrant lemon trees. The land was fertile and rich. Having grown up planting and harvesting crops, Kai was attuned to the land and immediately recognized how different the land was now compared to his recent experience in the Ancient Kingdom.  
They walked through the gardens to the buildings that housed magical animals. When Kai saw them, he stopped in his tracks.
“What’s the matter?” Manni said. “You haven’t seen flying beasts before? ... Oh, right. You’re from another time, but what about the magical beasts?” he was surprised.
“There are some beasts there, but none like these,” Kai said with wonder in his voice, looking at a variety of animals.
“I’d like to learn more,” Manni said. “I sent my good friend into another realm. My friend Bentara went to another world altogether a year ago and has promised to return when the time is right. But I see that a great deal has transpired in our own land over the years. I’m glad to know that my training will be important to the future of Kalendra.”
“I’ve never seen these before,” Kai said staring at the flying jaguars, and the jet black and teal wolves. 
“Please begin by taking care of my little friend, Tika here,” Manni said. “We all learn to keep an eye on one other. Animals are no exception.” Manni picked up a small fox, the size of a kitten. It was curled up in the hay near the horses. “Please,” Manni said. He handed her to Kai. “Learning to mind speak with animals is a basic skill in our Moon Mage Academy. I’ll leave it to Gavin to teach you. For now, get used to the idea of being close to animals. Please hold her. You’ll get used to having her with you,” he said. Kai looked at Manni trying to understand this very foreign world. It was like his own and yet so very different. Then he examined the tiny sleeping fox in his hands. The red-haired fox had a spot of white in the middle of her forehead. Kai also noticed she had two tiny tails. The tips were also bright white.
They walked around the corner. In the larger stable, Kai saw two large creatures with wings. He’d never heard of flying creatures in his life, other than birds, and, of course, the Great Wahinen, dolphin-like sea creatures that transformed into massive fire-breathing birds. Those creatures killed his father and the mages of Tahata. None of the animals in this stable were part of modern-day Kalendrian life. 
The small fox looked up and Kai pet her as she yawned. She looked content. Kai noticed a pocket inside his robes where he could keep the small animal safe and placed her there. He could easily pet her.
“It’s good to have a friend,” Manni said. “Animals are valuable. That has always been my experience ...” Manni walked over to another stable of flying creatures. “We need to go somewhere fast. We’ll be back for the meeting, so don’t worry. There’s a wizard I’d like you to meet. We hold him in high esteem, and I’d love if you could speak to him directly and explain your circumstances.” Manni led an elegant, sleek jaguar with strong, lacy wings outside the stables.
“Kai. This is Metica,” Manni said. Kai bowed politely to the beautiful jaguar, who returned the gesture. Manni mounted him, then signaled to Kai to join him. Kai climbed on the great cat, holding his magic board, and held onto Manni, checking that Tika was still safe in his pocket. She’d gone back to sleep. The great cat crouched, and in no time, they were flying through the sky. 
They crossed the large expanse of desert, and Kai recognized some of the places he had been. Then they turned and rode out towards the sea on the far side of the desert. Kai watched another large city come into view before him. The land was greener and the city much larger than the Ancient Kingdom. The city was made of several glassine buildings sprawling across the sand and extending out over the sea. Giant spires rose from the sea and held a large deck. 
Manni landed on the deck adjacent to the building’s entrance. Their large cat, Metica, bowed deeply so the two could dismount. Manni bowed to show his appreciation to the flying jaguar, and Kai followed his lead. Then Manni led his young apprentice into the city complex. They walked past the guards as he bowed to them in a gesture of familiarity. The two walked together over a long bridge to the entrance of the main keep in the Kingdom by the Sea. Once inside, Manni and Kai walked down hallways decorated in simple geometric designs. 
Manni led him up a staircase where light poured in through stained glass. The staircase was wide enough that several people could walk beside each other. Manni smiled as he saw how overwhelmed Kai was by his new surroundings. 
When they got to the top floor, a bridge led into a conference room. Large windows provided views in all directions. Two wizards joined them at the conference table. Everyone bowed formally.
“You have arrived,” the white wizard said to Manni and Kai. 
“We have. Not much time, though. Training begins tomorrow at noon, and Kai here still needs to get to know his teammates.” The two wizards walked across the room toward Kai and Manni. Both bowed deeply to Kai, who returned the gesture.
“It is unusual for people to be sent through the Crack of Time to visit, but that is the great magic of the Ancient Kingdom, after all,” the tall, thin wizard said. “My name is Kelne. Manni may have told you of our attempts to send others out of Kalendra to another realm. We’ve had some success with that. It’s rare that we are invited to glimpse into the future of our own world. On the one hand, we desire to know everything so we can to do a better job of preparing. And on the other, it seems we should be kept in the dark and not interfere with the plans of those from the future. Do you understand?”
“I think so, sir,” Kai said. “I arrived at the Ancient Kingdom because the Insight Chamber in the Blue Cliff Basin sent me. She wanted me to attend training at this Academy. You see, Moon People will be taken soon. Nobody in my city knew I was Moon Child, but I heard Boggers, the King’s men, talking about laying everyone on a slab of Blue Montis to weed the Moon People out. They were blamed for everything that went wrong.”
“Moon People became the scapegoat? Why would that happen? I suppose the Boggers you speak of were breaking some fundamental law of nature and didn’t want any backlash?” Kelne said. Kai shrugged. 
“The Protector of the Ancient Kingdom sent me for training. She said there were missing links between now and the modern-day world …” Kai said. “There is no Moon Academy in my own world that I’m aware of, and I’ve never seen flying creatures like Metica before.”
“She told me that you were coming to learn from us,” Kelne said. He looked thoughtfully across the room and out the window to the sea. “I am glad you travel with Manni. Keep him close. Has the Ancient Kingdom expanded in the future? Tell me more.” 
“The Protector was the only one there when I arrived. She had sealed it but felt certain that it would become vibrant once again. The Blue Cliff Basin was empty, except for a few looters and two archaeologists. The weather systems failed, and they could no longer grow food. Some went to the Ball Return and others moved to the Wenderfaren Valley and the other settlements.” 
“More changes than I expected, considering the powerful magic there. Tell me, what is the magical training like in your modern-day Kalendra?” Kelne said.
“I learned from my dad before he died. We trained for the Magical Games. It’s a way of becoming a Magic Keeper. I want to be a Ranger of the Sky. The games are organized around competitions. Training for those builds all the fundamental skills.” Kai gestured to his board. Kelne nodded. “I had a trainer in the Crystalline Forest … but in places like Wizandor Village, people are afraid of magic. A spell was put on people to keep them from developing their skills. Other people, like my Aunt Onyx, had magic but chose not to use it to get along and be accepted. The King and his workhouses want to control everyone. I think that’s why they want to kill the Moon People.”
“I see. Were there any prominent shamans in your village? Did they have a position of strength?” Kelne said.
“In my rural village of Tahata, yes. My dad was a Magic Keeper. He was the leader. He and the other Magic Keepers trained young mages. That all stopped because the mages were killed in a battle, and people moved away. And, as I said, in King Okid’s world, magic was punished. The King allowed himself to take advantage of magic, but not the people. The shaman in Tahata ... well, I think he killed my mom.” Kai swallowed hard, not wanting to tear up here in this formal room.
“I’m terribly sorry to hear that,” Kelne said softly. “That’s most unusual.”
“Outside Wizandor, people still use magic. My Grandma Chani helped me train.”
“We will do everything to help you acquire the wisdom of this time. I believe that it will help, and the Protector was right to send you here. I’m glad for the Protector of the Insight Chamber too.” Kelne turned to Manni with a look of somber concern on his face. 
“Before you leave, do you have one of these?” Kelne asked. Kai looked to the small round flat stone he held in his hand. It looked like a thin slice of a geode, with an outer crust. It was a transparent blue in the center and it hung on a chord.
“No,” Kai said.
“It’ll come in handy,” Kelne said. “If you put the center up to the moon, especially the Shaman Moon, you can contact people. Surely you know about Moon Catchers.” Kai nodded. “If you’re in a pickle, please contact me,” he smiled. “You never know. This is a very different world to navigate, and I take your arrival here seriously.”
“Where did the beasts go?” Kai asked. “Where I grew up, we heard stories of magical beasts, but we didn’t see them. They were bedtime stories. But here, they are part of your world.” Kelne looked out the window and three creatures flew past. A giant eagle, a flying jaguar, and a teal dragon.
“Sounds like we ought to interview our flying beasts to create a record of their wisdom.” Kelne closed his eyes looking grief-stricken. “You have brought a lot for me to consider, Kai. I hope we can help you make a difference.” The two bowed to each other. Then Manni and Kai went outside, and the flying jaguar returned them to the Ancient Kingdom.
When they arrived, the Jaguar Metica went back to her den for a nap. Kai pulled his baby fox out of his pocket and stroked her head. He looked up to Manni who nodded his approval. 
“You stirred things up,” Manni said.
“What do you mean?”
“Kelne never expected the Blue Cliff Basin or this city to become uninhabited. I think you surprised him. On the other hand, we’ve known the Blue Cliff Basin was changing and there were problems in that land. … Time travel is a tricky thing. Do you respond in the present because of what you know is coming? Or do you live in a way that makes the most sense right now?”
“I wonder if there are still flying creatures,” Kai said. “The Kingdom by the Sea isn’t on the modern-day map. Maybe it is still there. No one knew there was such a city in Kalendra. Should I have told Kelne?”
“I think you gave him enough food for thought,” Manni responded. “That Moon Catcher he gave you is one of the finest I have ever seen. I believe you will be able to contact us in an emergency if it ever comes to that ... now you should go and meet your group. Rendon is from the Kingdom by the Sea.” Kai nodded as they left the stables. He looked at the many animals that made their home here and wondered where they’d gone. He promised himself he’d learn as much as he could about them while he was here.




Chapter fifteen

Kai walked into his common room and saw two students sitting on the couch, reading from the stack of books they’d received for this term. They were both his age.
“Hey,” Kai said. They looked up.
“Where did you come here from?” Rendon asked. Rendon was a handsome, strong young man with clean-cut dark brown hair and dark green eyes. He was a few inches taller than Kai and wore tailored clothing with the insignia from the Kingdom by the Sea. His outfit beneath his Moon Academy robe was the color of the desert sand. He was soft-spoken and preferred to spend time with animals. Communicating with ancient species was the gift Rendon and his father were both known for.
Ming Li was tall, thin, and awkward. She wore clothing of the Upper Realms, a fitted white shirt over light blue pants. The tailoring amplified her slender height. Her hair was short and dark, and she had blue eyes.
“I’m from Wizandor Village,” Kai said. 
“Where’s that? I don’t know it,” Rendon responded. “I’m from the Kingdom by the Sea. Do you know where that is?” he asked. Kai nodded. 
“Wizandor Village is inland, southeast of the Blue Cliff Basin. And I visited the Kingdom by the Sea just now. It’s beautiful there. So many wild beasts, right?” Kai smiled.
“Yeah. That’s what we’re known for. Keeping the wisdom of the animals alive and well,” he said. “Do you have wild beasts where you live?”
“No. But I just received a young pup. She’s with me. Look at her,” he showed them Tika, who was napping in the pocket of his robe. He gently picked the small fox up. She yawned and wiped her face with her paw. 
“She’s adorable. I have a dragon,” Rendon smiled. “Hodu is his name. I’ve known him my whole life. He’s a lot older than I am, and one of the smaller species.” Kai nodded, curious to learn more. 
“That’s cool. I can’t wait to learn to speak with animals.” Kai smiled. The protector told him of people he needed to meet. People who could understand what had gone wrong and help rebuild their relationship with animals. She’d said species will come back to life once modern-day people understand them. They will return from wherever they’ve gone. 
Ming li was staring at Kai. “Something is quite different here. Say again where you’re from.”
“Wizandor Village,” he said.
“Not the Wizandor Village I know,” she looked closely at Kai, expecting more of an explanation. Ming li looked intensely into Kai’s eyes. “You are not of this world, are you?” Kai swallowed hard. 
“Um …” Kai looked down. “I hoped people wouldn’t notice,” Kai said. “I won’t lie to you.” He looked at Ming li and then over to Rendon. “I found this city because I needed refuge. I went to the Insight Chamber in the Blue Cliff Basin. Do you know it?” They both nodded. “That’s how I discovered the Ancient Kingdom and this Academy. You see, in Wizandor, the Moon People were going to be poisoned on a bed of Blue Montis in the Bog. It’s a workhouse for the King and has a built-in prison. That’s why I had to leave. King Okid was preparing to send his men to round people up and test them to see if any were Moon People by putting them on that stone bed … so of course, I left. When I got to the Ancient Kingdom, the Protector sent me here to get trained with you, so I could return home and make things right again.” Ming li and Rendon stared at Kai. No one knew what to say. How could Moon People systematically be killed like that? It made no sense. They were the eyes and ears of the planet. They helped Sohm protect the world. It was a huge responsibility.
“How did you get here?” Ming li said.
“I don’t really know. Some sort of Crack in Time, I was told. The Protector sent me in the courtyard,” Kai answered. he shrugged his shoulders. “I mean, I don’t want to cause any harm … just go back and make things right again after I learn how … you see, there’s more.” Ming li and Rendon looked at him, ready to hear the whole story. “My dad. He was a Magic Keeper and a Ranger of the Sky, leader of the Tahata tribe. He was training me, but he got called away. The Wahinen, beasts who can swim and fly, started attacking villagers in the north. He went to help quell them and he never came home. Neither did the mages he went with … so, I know something’s wrong. Something between the people and the animals in my world.” Rendon’s eyes were wide. He knew of the Wahinen but hadn’t worked with them.
“I wonder if I can help,” he said. “I’ve heard of that link being broken before but also being restored. We can compare notes. There are other people I know who can help.”
“Really? That’d be great,” Kai said, feeling relieved. “My sister’s in Wizandor. She’s learning myths and stories to figure out what the relationship is supposed to be like … we don’t know because things changed a long time ago.”
“I’m glad we’re working with Manni. He knows more than he lets on,” Ming li said.
“And Gavin,” Rendon added. “We can talk to him. He’s pretty good, even if he looks disheveled and lost some of the time. His heart’s in the right place. He’s smarter than he lets on.”
“When I finally arrived in the Ancient Kingdom, the protector and I took time time so she could understand the Kalendra I lived in before she sent me here. She said if I came through the Crack in Time, I’d learn what I need to know to resolve the current-day problems in Kalendra. Maybe our team will learn enough to help, I hope. I’d rather not be known as a time traveler and have everyone think I’m weird. I don’t mean to be.” He looked at each of his roommates and they nodded. “I have a lot to learn. I don’t know about either of your worlds.” He smiled.
“We grew up competing as a way to mix our communities and know each other,” Rendon said. “That was how I made most of my friends.” Ming li nodded. 
“We have your back. That sounds like an important mission.” Ming li looked at Rendon.
“What would happen to Kalendra without the leadership of Moon People?” Rendon asked. “They have guidance for everyone’s benefit.”
“Apparently, King Okid has a problem with people who have a conscience,” Kai said. “He sees it as a weakness. Or a threat. I think he spends his life creating drama, trauma, and chaos. That’s what my grandma says.” Ming li and Rendon looked at each other.
“Yes,” Ming li said. “I could see if you had one group that went bad and got away with it, others might follow suit.”
“It’s like a virus that spreads from home to home. It started in the Bog, but prejudice is contagious through words,” Kai said. “I was always on the small side, so I got bullied. A hatred for Moon People developed recently, then it became a normal way of thinking and then the bullies lost their fear … I don’t know how bad it’s getting, but things are going downhill. When I realized they were going to hurt us, I left to get help. “What about you? Why are you here?”
“Cultivation training. It’s a tradition in my Kingdom by the Sea,” Rendon said. “We live peacefully and interact with other villages farther into the desert and in the clouds,” he gestured to Ming li. “I am here so I can keep the Kingdoms strong. I’ll become a wizard through my training here, a Protector of the Beasts. We have lived at peace for generations. I’m told the training here is the most ancient and sacred gift we can develop. It’s always kept us safe.”
“What about you, Ming li?” Kai said.
“I am here to learn to develop the skill of rebalancing our lands and skies. I am also here to learn cultivation like Rendon.”
“Have you been here before, to this training center?”
“No,” Rendon said. “I’ve been to this city for brief visits. But no, I don’t know the training here.” 
“That was how I knew that you weren’t from the Kalendra that I know. I have traveled to the Upper Realms near the Ball Return, the White City, and Wizandor Village. My father is a shaman and I travel with him.”
Senna walked into the room. She was also fifteen with long brown hair and eyes. Her brown fitted pants were worn beneath a flowing white shirt. She looked upbeat and cheerful. “Hello, I’m supposed to be with you,” she said as she looked at the Ming li, Kai, and Rendon. 
Kai and the others bowed to acknowledge her. “Where are you from?”
Senna smiled. “It’s a mystery? Don’t you recognize the outfit?”
“You think I’m from this desert here?” she smiled at Kai, then Rendon and Ming li. 
“The Blue Cliff Basin,” Ming li said. “Do you represent two different clans?”
“My mother is from the sea, your city,” she said looking at Rendon. “We live in the Blue Cliff Basin, which is where my father is from. I was going to get my training in the Ball Return, but the Insight Chamber told me to come here and work with the boy from the Wizandor Village, the one who came from another time.” She looked at Kai. “I changed plans as I was leaving. That’s why I’m late.”
“When did you hear?” Kai said in surprise. “I need the wisdom of this place to help solve the problems we’re having in my world. I’ll get you caught up, so you know what I’m up against.” He smiled.  
“The Ball Return is working on a building that helps people see through time. It isn’t ready yet, but their most advanced students are learning that skill now.” She opened the door to the bedroom the girls would share and put her pack inside
“Have any of you …” Kai broke off. They looked at him. “Well, do you hear the moon speak? I have a stone I found in the Blue Cliff Basin, and I could hear a little when I held it. That was how I found the pass through the Black Hills, that pass of stone mountains. It kept me strong when I was too thirsty to keep going.”
Senna walked back towards Kai and looked at the stone with the zigzag pattern curiously. “Where did you find that? It belongs to someone. These are important. They are given at clan gatherings to people who have come into their Moon energy.”
“I’m sorry. In my time, the Blue Cliff Basin is a ruin. Nobody lives there anymore. People were trying to understand the lifestyle from before the crops failed ...” he hesitated. “It must be vibrant now. In three hundred years, in my time, the stadium will still be standing, and the Insight Chamber will still give guidance. From what I understand, most people moved to the Ball Return and the Chandrama Ray. I found this in the high hills. The homes were gone and several of these were laying on the ground,” Kai said.
“Perhaps I was sent here to prevent that fate,” Senna said. “I was told to come work with the boy from the future, after all.”
“Maybe we have more than one community to save,” Kai said. Three short horn blasts sounded, signaling it was time to join the meeting in the courtyard.
“Are you ready to go?” They all nodded and walked out the door to the courtyard. Senna looked at Kai curiously as if she were looking at a ghost.




Chapter sixteen

In the square, Manni was organizing the groups along with the other wizards. 
Senna walked up to Manni and smiled at him. “Our group has arrived,” she announced. She and Manni knew each other. 
“Thank you for that,” he said. “Get some iced tea in the courtyard and I’ll come get you in a few.”  
Manni stepped back up onto the platform. “Welcome, People of the Moon. We have a great deal planned for you in the coming days. We’ve organized your groups based on the cultivation you most need to master. Become familiar with your bunkmates and we’ll start where each of you are.” Kai noticed how similar Manni’s clothing were to Senna’s, then realized he was also from the Blue Cliff Basin. He wondered if he would go there in this time, while that city was thriving. He regretted telling Senna about its future but he’d only said the truth.
“You are from the Blue Cliff Basin,” Kai said when Manni came to the table to greet them.
“Astute,” Manni replied.
“I told Senna your land did not survive in my time,” Kai declared. “Well, the land did, but the people moved.”
“Tell me more,” Manni said. 
“I heard the storm systems changed and the magic failed. Walenda said she and her father had been excavating the Blue Cliff Basin for five years, trying to understand how things went wrong,” Kai said. “There was no war. There was no sign of struggle. I have no way to know. Your Insight Chamber is unchanged. She sent me here.” Kai shrugged and met Manni’s eyes. Manni bowed with his hands together. Then he looked at Senna, who had tears in her eyes.
“There is another room in the Blue Cliff Basin that Walenda told me about. It was called the Room of Conversations. She told me that if I went inside, I would hear an ordinary conversation that could have happened at any time – but with a message that was what I needed to hear.”
“Did you go there?” Senna said.
“Yeah,” Kai looked at her. “I went there twice because I couldn’t believe how perfect it was the first time. The second time, when I walked in, there was a family gathered at dinner. The trees outside the window were in full bloom and I heard the river run. A man spoke to his family. He said times were changing and they must choose the world they wanted to inhabit. He told them to focus on creating the world they wanted to experience most.”
“And that’s what he told you,” Senna said. Kai nodded. 
“I believe it applies to all of us,” Manni said.
“What do you think?” Kai said to Rendon and Ming li.
“I think we’d better get your training started and help you all develop your Mana, your supernatural powers,” Manni said. “Have you learned about that yet?” Ming li nodded. So did Rendon and Senna. Kai shrugged. He’d done some work but didn’t know how far he’d gotten.
“A little, I think,” Kai said. “I mean, Grophin helped me learn in the Crystalline Forest, but I haven’t done enough.”
“Then we will begin by expanding our Mana. Since we can never have too much.” They nodded. 
“What sacred objects do each of you use? Please share with the rest of us.” At that, the three looked uncomfortably at the floor. “Were you taught some harm would come to you if you shared?” Manni asked. 
“Not exactly,” Senna said. She held out a stone with the zigzag moon carving on it, like the one Kai had. “This expands my strength and my vision.” She placed it on the table. 
Ming li held up a substance that was in the form of a stone, but to Kai it looked like cotton, as if she held a cloud in her hand. “The energy of valor. It keeps us strong, and we hold it in our hands when we meditate. It crystallizes our vision of the future. You see, we acknowledge it is a dream but could also become real if we choose.”
“I cannot share,” Rendon said.
“Why is that?” Manni said.
“It is personal,” he said.
“Is it a weapon or a Moon Catcher?”
“No,” Rendon said. “It is something we developed to expand my reach.”
“I see. Please, teach us about this,” Manni insisted.
“Alright,” Rendon said. “I have a stone that was given as a gift when I first acquired Hodu. It is intended to keep my memory strong. It feels quite personal because I have had it for so long.” He took a small white stone out of his pocket. It looked quite ordinary.
“I don’t know what sacred objects I have,” Kai said. “A Moon Catcher from Kelne, this unusual stone from my grandma that shows moon energy and the stone with the zigzag moon marking like Senna’s. I found it when I was leaving the Blue Cliff Basin.”
“Good. We’ll start there. Keep them all with you. “We’ll go to the stables together.” He acknowledged each of them and they walked outside the Ancient Kingdom and followed the pathway around the crops and vineyards. Then they walked down to the river. 
***“As a team working for Sohm, we need to learn about one another’s lives. Where would you like to go first?” Manni said. “We’ll visit everyone’s home village over the course of the next few weeks, so we understand where each of you came from. I’m sure most of you have visited each other’s communities before, but Kai must see our world, through your eyes. I want you to think about what you value most in your community. When it’s your turn, Kai, I’ll have you paint a picture of your village, using crystals to replay scenes from your life.”
“Senna, I’ll ask you to go first. You need to each select your personal Ceremonial Swords from the vast collection in the Blue Cliff Basin while we’re there, so that will be the first stop. Don’t worry if they are unfamiliar to you. Please find one that fits nicely in your hand, that you could carry for extended periods comfortably,” Manni said.
“I’ll bet there’s a big event at the stadium. There nearly always is,” Senna smiled. “It’s such a lively city.”
“Please lead the way, Senna. Would you like the assistance of our beasts, or do you have another preferred method of transportation?”
“I’d like to go by Energy Trail,” she said. I’m going to take you to the Blue Cliff Basin, just outside the stadium. You’ll see the life in the passages and throughout my thriving home,” she looked at Kai. He smiled back and nodded. “You’ll love it the way it was meant to be,” she said. Then she smiled at all her companions and Manni.
They all took hands in a circle and closed their eyes. “I give you a brief tour.” They agreed and nodded. She took a clear stone out of her pocket and said a few words. The stone carried an intense light that grew bright and flashed. The Energy Trail transported them as Senna concentrated on the location she was leading them. They flew above the Ancient Kingdom in the desert, across the barren lands of the Badlands, then across a body of water. They arrived in the Blue Cliff Basin outside the stadium. Senna released them from the trail so they were free to move around individually. 
Many people were in the bustling city. It was a busy afternoon. The stadium was crowded, and they heard music from the event. It was quite different than any music Kai had heard before. He looked down the passageways and saw many doors to people’s homes, only now there were tapestries and shudders on the windows. It was a very different world than where he had been recently.  There was comfortable seating outside in the alleyways where people were gathered in groups talking. Kai looked across the village and saw homes on the hills above. Now he could see the neighborhood where he found his moon-marked stone.
He saw shops open and food booths with stone weights for measuring ingredients.  Kai turned and saw rooms dedicated to yoga. Around the door were tiles of simple carved designs of people doing poses. The yoga rooms were large, shared spaces with mats on the ground, open to the whole community. 
Senna led them down the passage to the sword room where they entered. The long, crystal swords were ceremonial, with bold, intricate carvings. They came in a variety of lengths and colors. Skilled people inside were using the weapons in what appeared to Kai to be an ancient ceremony. 
“Thank you, Senna,” Manni said. “Please, try out some of these swords here.” Manni pointed to a case on the wall with several ceremonial swords, organized by size and weight. “I believe it’s best if you select your own.” Kai and his friends began examining the various swords and each found one that felt right in their hand, and most importantly, wasn’t too heavy or awkward. When they finished and Manni inspected each apprentice’s choice, they walked out of the room to return to their Academy.
When Kai walked out of the sword room, he turned and saw a mural on the side of a large building. A serpent appeared to jet out of the clay itself. It was painted in bright yellow and teal. It looked like royalty. Maybe it was a protector of the village. This would never be in my world, Kai thought with a smile on his face.
“May I show you one more place before we go?” Senna asked Manni. He nodded. They gathered again and she transported them as a group to the neighborhood up on the hill where Kai found his stone with the zigzag moon mark. He saw kids playing in the neighborhood. “I grew up near here. Always lots to do and plenty of kind people. Our quests went over in that direction, she pointed to the Petroglyph Trail. “Some people are making a path over there, so they don’t have to go to the Ball Return to travel to the Upper Realms. They need an alternate route. Some people aren’t athletic enough to make it through the Outer Channel.” She looked at Kai again.
“I’m sorry, Senna. It’s not your fault or theirs. It’s just something that happened. Maybe we can change that fate together,” he said. “Maybe it doesn’t have to end.”
“Are you talking about modifying the future?” Manni asked. “We’ll discuss that later. It’s complicated and a bad idea. That’s all I’ll say right now.”
Senna returned them to the Ancient Kingdom near the river. Kai was stunned.
“It’s so vibrant there. That’s a great place to live,” he said.
“I know. I told you.” She smiled.
“Would anyone like to comment before we continue? Do you have questions?” Manni said.
“I think you have a wonderful home,” Ming li said. “The Petroglyph Trail is a good idea. I know it’s hard for people to learn to access the Upper Realms. Easy if you’re from there or learn young.”
“I also find your life compelling,” Rendon said. “I’d love to hear more about that mural. We have a similar one, but with a different kind of Protector than your great serpent.” Kai nodded, overwhelmed by the difference between Senna’s home and the archaeological site he visited before he came here.
***“Before we begin training, I’d like to have you all come with me to meet with Kelne. Kai and I visited him earlier today, but as the four of you will be a team to repair his home, I’d like you all involved.” Ming li and Senna looked at each other, both wondering if they would travel to Kai’s world.
“Rendon,” Manni said. “Perhaps you could take us directly to meet with Kelne and any of the other wizards he is meeting with today. I wish for Kai to make a presentation there. Then we’ll begin our training. Let’s go,” he said.
Rendon stood before them. “I’d like to go by flying beast, if it’s alright with everyone else.” They nodded and Manni led them to the stables. Each flying jaguar took two students and Manni took a flying leopard across the sands to the south, and west to the ocean. This time Kai saw the cave where he had seen the remains of a fire, where he’d spent the night recently. He remembered the carvings deep in the stone with flying creature near where he entered the desert. He was intrigued with them. 
When they arrived, Rendon stopped just outside of the Kingdom and signaled for the great cats to rest in the shade near the stables. They followed him along the pathway into the Kingdom. 
“We are taught to value the intersections,” Rendon said. “Our land is at the intersection of the sea and the sands. It is a powerful location for our community and for the many beasts who make their home here, in the sky, the sea and the land.” Rendon bowed a welcome to his home. 
“Thank you,” Manni said.   




Chapter seventeen

“If I may, I’d like us to go to the steeple room. Would you transport us there?” Manni said. Rendon nodded and raised his crystal once again. He led them to the conference room at the top of the steeple that Kai had visited earlier. “Thank you.” Manni said. 
“Follow me. Kai needs to give a presentation and I want to include a few more people.” Manni headed to Kelne’s office overlooking the sea. When he arrived, he introduced the four 15-year-old apprentices in training to Kelne.
“I’ve heard your story,” Kelne said to Kai. He bowed and nodded. 
“Yes,” Kai acknowledged. 
“Kelne,” Manni said, I am here to request that Kai present images of his life in the Wizandor Village. Kai, are you familiar with how you can project your vision of life on the screen for us?”
“No,” he said.
“What you will do is to picture your home and the courtyard there. See it in detail as if you are walking across the square or watching someone do something specific before your eyes. As you hold this crystal, it will allow those images to appear on the wall before us,” Manni instructed. Kai nodded uncertainly.
“Okay,” Kai said. “I’ll try.” He closed his eyes and held the crystal in his hands. Then he visualized the entrance to the Wizandor Village and showed them to the main square. People walked around with leather bags, dressed in formal robes for work. Then he showed his home and his sister, Asa. He immediately felt his eyes moisten and concentrated harder. 
“We maintain the square in the morning,” he began. “We wash it clean each day. Then we go to school and learn about the importance of the King and any new rules he wants us to follow. We also learn math and reading ... But I’m here so you understand how crazy things have gotten. I’ll show you.”
He then replayed the argument outside his bedroom window, the two gruff men who were dressed in uniforms saying, “Those Moon People. We’ll have none of that. King Okid’s writing an order to test everyone, take them all to the Blue Montis bed in the Bog.” They heard the order as if it was over a loudspeaker in the room, including the man’s animal-sounding growl. “He says we’ve got to get them all.”
“But why?” Manni said.
“Because they have a conscience, I think. That’s what my grandma said. I think she’s right. King Okid’s rules were being protested by the wizards and shamans a while back, but I don’t know the details. I heard they wanted to take all the Crystal Pillars between the Divide and the Gabriella Passage.” Manni gasped. “My uncle works there, at the Bog workhouse. It’s complicated, all about King Okid making Kalendra modern, whatever that’s supposed to mean. I think it means selling the energy crystals into other realms and having all the people work for him and forget their independence. It’s a different set of rules than wizards would allow if they were in charge. The problem is that they’re not. Here, your communities follow the teachings of the moon, or at least, most people agree it’s a good idea. Uncle Silas insists we need to work hard and follow directions to make the biggest profits for the King. We should play nice and let the King get whatever he wants so he likes us.” Kai looked at everyone. “I don’t know why they wouldn’t want to maintain the connection to the moon. If anything, I think we need to strengthen it.”
Kelne looked at Kai with curiosity. “The Bogs became so corrupt that they had to eliminate all the Moon People so there wouldn’t be any resistance? Is this what you’re saying? The King and his advisors must feel quite weak.”
“What is the role of the shamans in your world?” Kelne said.
“In Wizandor, we see them when we’re sick, and sometimes, they speak at public gatherings. But most moved away shortly after I moved there. King Okid and the people who work for him manage most of what gets said. People think if you’re not working for the Bog, something’s wrong with you. That’s what my uncle thought.” Kelne nodded slowly, meeting Kai’s eyes. 
“I see. That’s interesting,” Kelne said. “That’s quite an imbalance.” He continued searching Kai’s eyes. 
“It’s not like that everywhere,” Kai said quickly. “The Crystalline Forest is still strong, and other lands have kept their traditions too. But I think the Bog is hurting the planet. I think that’s why the beasts killed the mages – I mean, I think they’re angry with men in general … but most of us want to excel and thrive.” He looked at Kelne.
“As you should,” he said. “And it’s a delightful way to live. We’ll devise a training that enables you to destroy this rigidity of the King’s mindset and the impact it has on people. You will have every tool at your disposal. Ceremonial Swords,” Kelne smiled. “They are my favorite tool. You can strengthen the magic in the community. That will push back against King Okid and his accomplices.
“We’ll begin by helping you strengthen your core Mana,” Kelne continued. “As you learn to wield the five elements, you’ll attain new levels of strength. All core strengths. The peace and prosperity we witness in this city here, the Kingdom by the Sea, at the intersection of worlds, can be recovered in Wizandor Village.” Kai looked hopeful at the words.
“In other words,” Kelne said, “when people feel respected, they choose to do well. Do you follow me?”
Kelne walked across the meeting room that overlooked the water. He opened the door and they followed him down several flights of stairs to the deck that reached out to the ocean. Kai saw elegant garden beds around the perimeter of the deck. 
Kelne signaled for them to stop near the edge by the garden and take a seat. Then he picked up a long ceremonial sword that glowed a rich purple from the inside and raised it over his head. Manni walked to Kelne’s side. He drew another, smaller, teal sword. Kelne signaled and low deep drumming began. Kai felt like it came from the center of the earth. The wizard looked to the Shaman Moon, the smallest moon in the sky, and bowed deeply. Then they began to dance. Using quick steps, Kelne ran in each of the four directions, acknowledging them inclusively as he performed. His white robes flowing in the breeze, then raised his sword to the sky. A pink and purple bar of light went straight up from his sword. He threw the sword over his head, and as it spun, he did cartwheels, then caught the sword. Beams of light strobed from his sword in rhythm to the music. 
Instantly, Kai and his friends felt the peace and tranquility Kelne generated. It felt amazing. Kelne threw his sword into the air and it spun three times again. Then he caught it and bowed. 
“Thank you,” Kelne said. “Kai’s is not the first community to fall into disarray, of course. A performance as simple as this one has restored goodwill in communities before, and I believe it can happen again.
“But be forewarned, there is one group of people the Sword Sage Dances have little effect on, unfortunately. Those who have no empathy and are completely focused on themselves and their own selfish plans. But don’t be discouraged. You see, if they don’t get the buy-in of their usual supporters, they lose a great deal of their power. And this is a reward. They still positively affect the community. Kai, please explain the primary focus of your community?”
Kai stood facing him, feeling slightly embarrassed. “Hard work and chores for the King,” he said. “My uncle said to work hard in school so we could work for the King. But my grandma’s world was different. I did a little cultivation and studied magic with my family ... before everyone died and I had to move.” He thought back to his grandmother’s home and the magical items she kept in her living room. She cherished each one, and yet, his aunt and uncle decorated their homes with items popular in their community. None of it was magical. 
“The Bogs wish to eliminate the Moon People. They no longer want to keep the world balanced? They don’t care if they survive?” Kelne shook his head, unable to understand. Kai stood with his shoulders back, unable to answer. He wanted to tell Kelne he was ready to go do whatever it took to make things right. 
“This Sword Sage tradition releases Kalendra’s most powerful magic,” Kelne continued. 
“Chani told me her generation of Moon People was strong. But now they’re going into hiding. I’m in hiding right now,” Kai said.
“True, but you have come seeking help. You will return with the powers and abilities of someone who can change your world. Perhaps only in the nick of time,” Kelne said. 
“What do I need to do?” Kai asked. Senna and Rendon both stepped forward and stood next to him in solidarity. Ming li had a look of utter confusion on her face.
“We live for our Mana cultivation,” Ming li said. “That is how we transition between people who walk on the earth and people who live in the cloud lands. Without that skill, we would be lost.” Kai looked at her curiously realizing how much he still had to learn. He tried not to think about how far behind he was.
“We all have a lot to learn,” Manni said reading Kai’s thoughts. “Let’s return to the Ancient Kingdom please. Rendon, would you lead us back to our beasts?” Rendon and his friends bowed to Kelne and Koryn before he led them out of the building and down to the stables.
***“Now these are the four swords you selected in the Blue Cliff Basin, along with props some of you use, like Kai’s board,” Manni said.  “You saw Kelne perform a modest dance that changed the energy in the Kingdom by the Sea. He displayed how spirits can easily be lifted for people. Ming li, you must have a handle on this. Is that correct?”

“I have not been trained to use Ceremonial Swords,” Ming li said. “I am happy to learn. I see how it can make a difference.”
“Senna,” Manni said.  “You have learned to perform with the Ceremonial Swords.”
“Yes. Of course. We all learn. Performances in the stadium keep us enthusiastic to participate. Everyone wants to perform the Sword Sage Dances. It’s one thing we do quite well.”
“How are these dances used?” Kai asked.
“Entertainment, mostly. When your Mana is in top shape, when your energy channels are optimized, you can influence the community as Kelne did today. You can perform and carry a message of peace and connection. Here, where magic is valued, everyone enjoys the experience together. People are happy to receive it. It’s a sweet deal. In Kai’s world, you can give people strength by using them as entertainment. They won’t know you’re impacting them with powerful magic, which makes it a perfect tool.” 




Chapter eighteen

“Now these are the four swords you selected in the Blue Cliff Basin, along with props some of you use like Kai’s board,” Manni said.  “You saw Kelne perform a modest dance that changed the energy in the Kingdom by the Sea. He displayed how spirits can easily be lifted for people. Ming li, you must have a handle on this. Is that correct?”
“I have not been trained to use Ceremonial Swords,” she said. “I am happy to learn. I see how it can make a difference.”
“In Wizandor,” Kai said. “People live under a curse from what I understand. They are afraid of magic and don’t understand it. People focus on what other people think. Everyone follows a set schedule with little time off, doing chores that waste their days ... Are you saying these dances can mesmerize a community into remembering who they are? That would create a different life,” Kai smiled. “What about the Bog? They’re even more set in their ways.” 
“Maybe you just need to disarm them for a minute to turn their humanity back on.” Manni said. “It’s a tall order. I believe we can figure this out.”
Manni nodded and held Kai’s eyes. “Definitely,” he said.
“Let’s go in here,” Manni said. He held up his crystal, and in a flash, a staircase they’d never seen before appeared. Everyone walked up the stairs and through the large double doors. Inside, they stood in a large and round dance studio space. There was a wide, tall mirror that filled one wall. Manni faced them and they faced the mirror behind him.
“We need to create a routine using the ancient swords. Precision is key to releasing your Mana so the sword can expand that energy. Your movement should reflect your personality. This is precious magic to wield in your hands,” Manni said. “Tell me what movement physically lights you up?”
“Dance is my favorite,” Senna said. “I have spent years dancing with scarves. My Mana is well-honed for that,” she bowed to Manni in a graceful movement.
“Fantastic. Adding ceremonial swords will help you direct your magic,” he smiled. 
Manni looked at Ming li.
“We do a form of yoga that helps us float in the air and expands our consciousness. That is what comes naturally to me. It’s the skill I have honed. Can I add swordsmanship to that?” Manni looked Ming li in the eye. He hadn’t seen the activities combined before but knew in Ming li’s hands it would increase her magic. He nodded.
“You will find your way with this. I’m certain,” he said. Then Manni turned to Rendon.
“I also have dance movements to demonstrate,” he said.
Manni turned to Kai. He shrugged.
“Do you use magic boards?” Manni shook his head no. 
“You’ll have to show me on your board.” He smiled. Kai remembered Grophin saying he should connect with the voice of the board, even when it wasn’t with him.
“I have it,” he said. “I’ll show you with my board.”
***Manni held a sword in his hand and cartwheeled around the perimeter of the room, a rainbow of colors streamed out of his ceremonial sword. Then he stood in front of the four apprentices. They had been instructed to bring any props they wanted to use in conjunction with their Ceremonial Swords and all of them were waiting against the wall.
“I wish to see your original movement, the one you described. First, do the movement that comes naturally and try to fill your Ceremonial Sword with your Mana. Don’t worry if it takes several tries. You’ll get it. Let’s see your energy.”   
Senna walked to edge of the room and began with a deep bow. She danced elegantly around the perimeter of the room and held scarves above her head that flowed behind her. Then she jumped high in the air and twirled, landing on one foot, beginning a spin. She continued to spin with her arms and legs outstretched as she leaned forward with her hands over her head. She stood tall and finished by spinning in tight circles, her right hand again above her head. Then she raised her sword, and a rainbow of colors poured from the end leaving a beautiful trail. She stepped forward and bowed once again to Manni.
“For now, this is good. Thank you,” Manni bowed. “Nicely done.”
Ming li stepped forward into the center of the circle, sat with her legs crossed and bowed deeply on the floor. She kept her ceremonial sword in her lap. Then she placed her hands together across her chest as she tucked her head looking down. She took three large breaths. On the third breath, her body began to levitate off the ground. She remained in a seated position with her legs crossed. She stretched her arms to each side, then stretched them above her head.  Her body slowly began to spin. She gained momentum and spun in the air. As she looked up into the sky. Light began to glow from her ceremonial sword as she held its hilt. Then, with her hands together she gently glided down again, resuming her position on the floor. Then she stood and bowed to Manni.
“Thank you,” he said. “That was beautiful, and I saw your Mana enter the sword. That’s a good start.”
Rendon stood and bowed. He raised his arms to each side, with his hands palm up. His legs were also shoulder length apart, toes pointing outward. He began to move sideways around the circle, keeping his toes pointed. He began making his movements faster and larger, as he jumped, continuing to move in a counterclockwise direction. He paused briefly, then walked toward the wall and stepped up it with his right foot, pushing off into a tight back flip and landing on his feet. He came back to the center of the room and bowed. Suddenly remembering his ceremonial sword, he raised it in the air with both hands while he jumped straight up. He stood with his eyes closed before them, concentrating hard. After several moments, a slight glimmer of sea foam green light came through the sword, accompanied by the fragrance of the salty sea air. Manni walked over to him. 
“Nicely done,” he smiled. “I’m glad you were able to harness your Mana. I promise it will become easier to access as you practice.”
Kai stepped to the center of the room holding his board. 
“I’ll do my best,” he said. Kai closed his eyes and took three deep breaths. Then he opened his eyes and nodded, signaling he was ready. He concentrated, dropped his board, and jumped onto it, his right foot forward, his arms stretched over his head. Feeling the enthusiasm his board brought out in him, he circled the room once, then laid his body back, carrying his sword in his right hand. He steered the board directly up the wall of the domed room and did a graceful backflip, in slow motion, with his arms out to his sides, his sword in his right hand. As he did this, his sapphire blue Mana naturally flowed through his sword, and he painted the atmosphere of the room with the feeling of a calm summer afternoon. Kai returned to the ground and rode the board around the room.  Then he stopped and bowed to Manni.
“Thank you,” Manni said. “Excellent to have you all here. Of course, you each have some work to do. I believe you will create a powerful performance together,” he said to the group. I’d like each of you to work on your routines. Think about movements you’d like to add, and we’ll bring this together.
***The four apprentices went up the wide castle stairs, excited for their next lesson. They walked into a large room. It looked like a large art studio, with a sink, but at the other end of the room was a library and a seating area with a coffee table. Kai and his friends looked at each other wondering what they’d be asked to do here.
Riya greeted them and directed them to the seating at the far end of the room. They sat on the couch by the table. She stood across from them.
“Hello,” she said. “My name is Riya. I am here to help you make powerful Talismans, especially as you will be traveling to Kai’s world. You must have powerful protection.”
“Are we going, for sure?” Ming li asked.
“Did you not hear that you were selected to help Kai repair his land?” Riya said.
“Yes, but I didn’t realize it would be so soon,” Ming li said.
“From my understanding, Riya said, “because of the urgency in his time, we are accelerating your training. We don’t know how long we have before you must leave. You have each been selected because of your advanced abilities. Senna for her Sword Sage Dance abilities, Rendon, for his ability to speak with animals, and Ming li with her exceptional insight and Moon Magic. Did Manni not tell you this?” They all looked at each other.
“He said something to me,” Kai said. “I thought everyone else knew already.”
“The Insight Chamber sent me,” Senna said. Riya smiled at her and nodded. Rendon nodded.
Koryn, my dad, and Kelne no doubt assigned me to the group,“ he said.
“I didn’t want you to be taken off-guard. It is unusual, but I’m certain you can all handle this situation together. You would not have been chosen otherwise.” She smiled at Kai one more time. The prospect of going back and challenging Wizandor Village and King Okid filled him with terror. He wanted to make things right, but he knew he wasn’t ready yet. 
“What I’d like us to do is design a Talisman that has deep meaning for each of you, and brings you together as one, so you can work more powerfully as a team,” Riya said. “I think that should be our first order of business.” 

“Do you have an amulet or other object that you find significant?” Riya asked the four.
“I do. I always keep this stone with the mark of the moon on it with me,” Senna said, flashing the stone with the zigzag pattern Kai was familiar with.
“Good. Tell me about it.”
“It reminds me of the people who gave it to me and makes me feel stronger. It was given to me when I was young by my grandpa. But the day I first heard Sohm speak in my mind, we did a ceremony. It makes me feel connected to Sohm and my grandpa.” Riya made eye contact with Senna and nodded.
“Yes, that is meaningful. Are there qualities in it, other than your memories, that make a difference?” Senna looked up to remember what she’d been told.
“I think it was blessed by Sohm and his zigzag mark,” she explained.
“Good,” Riya said. “Does anyone else have something important to them that gives them strength? Please.” She looked at Kai and Rendon.
“I have a stone like Senna’s,” Kai said. “I found it in a ruin. It didn’t come with a ceremony for me … but even so, it’s helped me feel more confident. It helped me trust my relationship with the moon, and it spoke to me.” Riya met his eyes. Hers were a magical deep green that glowed and made Kai lose his concentration. “Um … when I was trying to find the ancient trading partner of the Blue Cliff Basin, this city here, the stone knew the way. It sounds strange but I think it had been here before and helped me find this place. It encouraged me.” She nodded.
“Have you experienced anything like that before?” she asked.
“Yeah. My magic board. I brought it,” Kai said, taking it off his pack. “My dad gave this to me when I was twelve. I can nearly hear it speak. I don’t know how to say this, but it calms me down. It’s from the Crystalline Forest. Grophin, the Protector there, blessed it for me before I met him, when my dad asked him to help me become a Magic Keeper. I want to be a Ranger of the Sky.” Kai held his board out and it shone brightly, reflecting the light of the room. Colors reflected off the surface in blues and greens as if he held a multifaceted crystal in the sun. Everyone looked at it with wonder. It shined with magic now that he held it in the room. Riya nodded and smiled.
“What about you, Ming li or Rendon? Do either of you have something that gives you strength?” Riya asked. Rendon looked at the ground, then held his transparent white stone up for her. 
“This helps with my memory, and when I’m speaking to my Hodu, my dragon.”
Ming li held up her stone that looked like a cloud. Riya looked into her eyes. “This is something I have meditated with since I was small. I feel like it gives me strength. I don’t think it has magic in it, but it has a lot of good memories,” Ming li said. Riya nodded. 
“This is good. I see you already understand that objects can hold meaning independently of their magical qualities. And they can also hold magic of their own. I think the best Talismans are ones that have both qualities. It makes them effective, independent of the magic, but the magic makes them extremely powerful. Like that magical board of Kai’s.” He looked at her and thought about the ideas he attached to his board, beginning to understand.
“What qualities do you want in a Talisman that has deep meaning for each of you, and brings you together as one, so you can work more powerfully as a team?” Riya asked.
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“We need to work together and create something that guides your minds and brings out your greatest abilities. If you share a Talisman, your combined magic will become even stronger.” She smiled. “How would you like that? Are there qualities you’d like the Talismans we create to have?”
“Something that keeps us going if we get discouraged?” Ming li said.
“Okay,” Riya said. She waved her crystal and the word ‘encouragement’ appeared on the board. 
“Confidence,” said Kai. She waved her hand again and it was added to the list.
“Camaraderie,” Rendon said.
“Strength,” Senna said. “I mean superhuman strength. What if we come up against some really strong force of magic that we need to break through?”
By the time they were done, they had twenty-five traits they’d requested their talismans have, each making them stronger both individually and together.
“Is having our Talisman on us essential?” Kai asked. “I mean, do we need it in our hand for it to make a difference?” Riya looked him in the eye.
“Good question, Kai. What do you think?”
“Um … well … my board whispers to me and I listen. Sometimes, it helps me know where to go or what to do. Grophin said it echoes my Mana back to me and that I should practice hearing that voice even when I don’t have it with me. But …” he looked at her. “It’s hard. I can access the voice, but it comes more naturally when I have my board, especially when I’m riding it. Um … it’s louder and I’m more confident.” She smiled.
“Does anyone have something to add?” She looked at Rendon, Senna, and Ming li.
“I lost my moon-marked stone once,” Senna said. “It was hard to receive its guidance when it wasn’t on me,” she smiled, and they all laughed.
“What do you think, Rendon?” Riya asked quietly.
“I’m glad we’re going to have a Talisman to make us a stronger fighting force, especially if we need to go up against someone like that King Kai talks about. In that world, we won’t be able to rely on magical creatures because the few still there are working against mages from what I understand. So, we need to amplify our strengths beyond what we already have.” Riya smiled and nodded.
“Are you satisfied with the list we’ve made? Is it stronger than the Talismans you’ve used in the past?” Rendon looked into her deep green eyes and hesitated. He pulled out his small white stone that gave him strength and improved his memory. He placed it before her.
“It’s not an image, but it is good for strength,” he said.
“Okay. What about you, Ming li? Anything else to add?” She shook her head.
“There’s one more quality I’d like to add,” Riya said. “You will each have an identical Talisman when we finish making these. I want you to be able to transport as a group with them easily, even if you can’t use an Energy Trail. In case you get separated. You know, so you can each concentrate on where you need to go and meet up there together.
“Next, let’s work out a design. Something that resembles each of you. It could be a clan marking, something along the lines of the zigzag on the moon stone. Four images that we can merge into one. But don’t worry about that yet. For now, draw down a variety of symbols you think represent you, that you would like to add,” she said, gesturing to the other end of the room. They walked over to the workspace near the sink. Each was given a notebook and quill. They were also given crystals to make direct copies of images if that was easier. Rendon walked over to the bookcase and found petroglyph drawings of dragons and used the crystal to reproduce a few images he liked.
When they finished drawing and making notes for 45 minutes, they’d each produced two or three small symbolic drawings that were simple in structure. They selected the one they felt represented them best. The class period ended. They were excited with all they’d accomplished. They left the classroom together and walked down the stairs to the central courtyard.
“Are you scared to go to my world?” Kai asked Senna.
“They said we’ll be ready, so I guess we’d better trust that,” she replied hesitantly. Kai nodded.
“I feel like I’m so far behind. I missed out on a lot of training in my life ...” Kai said.
“But you’re spectacular on that board,” Senna said. “You should have seen the impact you made. None of us know how to do that. Besides, they picked us because we all have one strong skill together. I think we’re going to be a good team. And we’re still at the beginning. Thank goodness we don’t have to go yet. I was taught that the reason to come here is to add to our natural abilities. If we only bring out our strengths in this training, we’ll be strong enough.” Rendon looked at the two of them.
“We’ll be ready when the time comes, Kai,” Rendon added, looking at him. “Senna’s right. They wouldn’t have chosen us otherwise. I’m nervous too. Maybe we can channel that into learning as fast as we can,” he smiled broadly. “Take each challenge as it comes.” Kai looked at Rendon and felt better. He was glad Rendon was coming. His stomach was still in knots. When he replayed the scene of the men outside his apartment in Wizandor earlier, it was even more frightening than when he decided to leave the village. He wasn’t ready but he was thankful he had friends to help. Together, they were far stronger than alone. That was for sure.
***“The Beasts,” Gavin said standing outside the stables behind the castle. “I love the beasts. They have a read on things, you know? … In my experience, the greatest beasts, especially the largest ones, need to be heard. They have power and they want to be a member of a team. So, you need to show them that they’re safe with you. Otherwise, well, you can lose their trust.” Kai listened intently, thinking that must have been what happened in his world. Everyone had lost trust, both beasts, and mages.
“What happens if you lose their trust, and they lose yours too?” Kai asked. Gavin stood, perplexed. Then he began to nod.
“That’s an unfortunate situation. But it can be repaired.”
“What if the beasts are so angry, they kill the mages, and there’s a war between them?” Gavin looked at Kai, shocked at the question.
“What would make you ask such a thing? That would be most unusual, if not unheard of,” Gavin explained.
“Well, it happened. In my time. I think that’s what went wrong. My dad and the other Magic Keepers from my community went to help their friends in the north. And … well, from what I understand … the Mages perished in the fires of the flying creatures, the Great Wahinen. Then my mom began having dreams of the battle.” Gavin looked at Kai intently, taken by surprise. Then he looked at him with concern.
“I see. So that’s why you’re here,” he said softly.
“Partly ... I mean, it’s one reason,” he said, biting his lip. Gavin nodded slowly.
“I’m sorry, Kai. How can I help?” he asked.
“I don’t know how to stop all the changes in my world, and they keep getting worse.” Tears came to his eyes and Kai felt overwhelmed by all the circumstances he’d been asked to repair. Senna touched his shoulder as he looked at the ground. “I want to help, and I don’t know what I can do. But those Beasts,” he said. “You see, they burned our land, the home where I grew up. Their flames turned our crops to charcoal. I think they left poison in the land. My mom went back to check. I think she hoped we could return, but the charcoal poisoned her … and then she died.” He looked into Gavin’s eyes, his vision a blur. Gavin nodded, stunned.
“Are you sure the poison came from the animals? Do you suppose a mage was involved? It’s not uncommon for beasts to fight and win, but seeking revenge … now, that’s unusual. That sounds more human to me.” Kai shrugged. 
“I don’t think so. I mean … who would have wanted my village dead?” His voice was barely audible. Gavin searched his memory, trying to recall another incident like this.
“Perhaps you need to go after this situation as if the beasts are wild and try to make contact with their minds.” Kai nodded.
“But how will they trust us if they’re so angry?” Senna looked at Rendon. “And there is a history. I don’t think we can ignore it and try to start fresh. When my dad left, he said they were going to direct them back to the sea. He said it wasn’t a problem. They’d done it before. He thought he’d be home in a couple of days. Eight mages left the village, and none returned.“ Kai took a deep breath.
“And they all perished?” Gavin said almost to himself.
“They didn’t come home. Isn’t that what that means? My mom said she could share Rami’s dreams. I mean, my dad’s.”
“That is most unusual,” he mused. “I wonder how that happened.” Gavin looked off in wonder.
“We were told the beasts traveled through the mages’ dreams and found our village because the Magic Keepers sent their love home to their families when they were dying,” Kai explained.
“Really? That’s an interesting theory.” Gavin looked at Rendon. “Can your dragon read your dreams? Can he follow them to you, or someone you’re thinking of?” Rendon was stunned by the question. Then he slowly shook his head.
“No. We communicate more like we’re using Moon Catchers, except images make the connection. We use our minds and Mana. We barely use words, and yet, when we’re connected and understand each other, it translates into a conversation. But we can’t read each other’s dreams.” Gavin looked at him and nodded.
“Exactly what I’ve experienced,” he said. He stood, thoughtful for a moment, then took a deep breath. “I think there’s been interference of some sort. Not sure what, but something unusual has happened there. Sounds to me like the beasts were put under a spell. That has happened, many times, and it makes more sense to me.” Kai looked up at him.
“How would we break a spell on them?” Kai asked.
“Ahh … well … that all depends …” Gavin nodded and scratched his beard. “You’ll need to research and identify what kinds of spell they might be under. Who would have been motivated to enslave them? I warn you it’s tricky because while they’re under it they are quite dangerous. But once you identify what has happened, then there are ways to break the hold it has over them.
***In the following weeks, Kai and his friends attended several classes and worked on their Talismans with Riya. They continued to brew more potions and became more comfortable with their assignments. 
“Where do we go now?” Senna asked. Ming li signaled for everyone to follow and took them up the castle stairs to their next class.
“We’re working on Potions and Tinctures today,” Quintin said to the small group. “We’re going to focus and get clear. You see, I’m used to having a larger class. But with our focus on helping Kai, this is perfect. What do you think you’ll need?” 
Senna pulled out her notes. She had the list they’d made with Riya on the qualities they wanted their Talismans to have. She decided it would be useful for making potions.
“This is what we have so far,” she said. “Our Talismans will have these qualities if that helps. We just designed them,” she explained.
“Good. I like it,” Quintin smiled as he read through the list. “What do you need most?” He looked at Kai. 
“Strength and powerful good energy, I think,” Kai said. “The people there are super rigid. They follow orders like their lives depend on it. I think the sword dances Manni’s teaching us will make a big difference. Gavin thinks the beasts are also under a spell, so if there’s something that can help with that …”
“Good questions ... Before we begin, how has it been for you here? You’re the only one who’s come through the Crack in Time, from what I understand in a very long time,” he said.
“So far, so good,” Kai said and smiled broadly. “It’s very different here. People are much nicer than in Wizandor,” Quintin smiled.
“I’ll bet,” he said. “Did you ask if there’s a tincture or draft that can make people more open-minded?” Kai nodded. “That would be good magic.”
“I’d like to slip it in my uncle’s glass, for sure,” he smiled.
“I understand where you’re coming from. But I think we need to focus on keeping you strong. Doing something that amplifies what you’re already doing with your Talismans and Swords. Create some synergy. It will take too long to influence people if we need them to drink something because you’d have to build trust first.” They all nodded.
“There’s one brew that comes to mind,” Quintin said. “Tastes like lemonade. Awakens the core, really expands your Mana. It heals you from the inside out, and it’s easy to make. Let’s start with that one, so you can get the hang of it. It amplifies your own personal strengths. It’s quite healing and soothing. I recommend it for recovery if you’re beaten down physically or emotionally. A fundamental part of any first aid kit.”
Quintin laid out the ingredients and everyone set out to make the tincture together, measuring the herbs and boiling them on the fire. 
“Excellent. This needs time to age. Good to get it started right now. Keep stirring this at a rapid boil until it thickens just a little. Then it needs to sit. It’ll get stronger with age.” They took turns stirring it as it boiled rapidly for fifteen minutes. When it started to thicken, Quintin directed them to a funnel and they poured the mixture into several tincture bottles. 
“Glad we’ll have all these tools,” Kai said. “I sure hope we don’t need them,” Rendon looked at him and nodded.
Next the four students cleaned up the space and went back to their room.
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“Look at her,” Kai said as he stroked Tika’s head and scratched her back. The small fox took in all the attention. “And she has two tails. She must be special.” Gavin walked over with a smile on his face as the apprentices all paid attention to Tika.
“You know the legends of the many-tailed foxes, don’t you?” Gavin said. “They are true. She will have powerful magic, but she must develop it, same as you,” he explained to Kai, scratching Tika behind the ears, “Foxes acquire tails as they get stronger, and their Mana expands. They can have up to nine when they are older. Tika will be quite powerful. I have been working with her and listening to her mind. I believe she will learn to shape-shift too and protect you and your community. She’s young, just a pup Kai, but even in her early training she’s showing great promise. “She has been working with the older foxes, and I’ve been listening.” 
“How do I learn to talk to her?” Kai asked him.
“By doing exactly what you are doing right now,” Gavin said. “Feed her but not too much. Be sure she gets her massages, attention, and love. Show her how much you care. You’ll both pick up signs from each other. Over time it will be easier to know each other. You’ll start to see the images in her mind, and after a while, you’ll understand them. It will take time, and that’s okay. And soon, she’ll probably start bossing you around. Pay attention and follow her lead. Of course she has her own training that she’ll go through here while you’re busy.
“When I was young, Hodu was older, and he taught me how to hear him,” Rendon added to the group. He spoke to me first, and as I paid attention, I slowly learned. But you’re the older one here. I already hear Tika’s thoughts because I have spent so much time talking to animals over the years. In my Kingdom, it was my responsibility to understand their world even when I was small.” 
***Manni came into the courtyard and raised a hand to make an important announcement. 
“Can you believe it’s time for your first Quest already?” Manni said. “That means you are being sent on an errand for the Kingdom. This will mark your first important assignment together. Congratulations.” He met each of their eyes. “It won’t take long. A Sahi Talisman was found recently, and it is the perfect time for you to deliver it to a ceremony in the desert, tomorrow,” Manni said. “I couldn’t tell you before because I don’t want you to research the artifact. It is protected and your job is only to transport it. The less you know about it the better. Early quests are like that. As you gain skill and knowledge, you’ll be more involved.-
“Here are your instructions. No Messenger Trails. I know they can speed you on your way, but sometimes, it’s more important to see all that goes on in the light of day, especially in the desert on an auspicious day like the Equinox. It is best that a magical object like this be transported by hand,” he said. “I expect things will go well and you will have each other’s backs. I know little about this stone. It has been missing for eons. I found it recently in one of the most ancient rooms of this castle quite by accident. It belongs to the Darkid, a Moon Tribe of the Upper Realms. I’d like you to return it to them right away.
“You will meet up with Nomad, their leader. He is expecting you also as we have been in contact and he will be watching for you,” Manni said. “Their ceremony is in the center of the desert near the Glowing Tunnel. Do any of you know where that is?” He looked directly at Ming li, and then at Rendon.
“Wait.,” Ming li said. “They have ceremonies on the Equinox?”
“They do.”
“I have seen them from the clouds,” she said. “Yes, I can get there.”
Rendon looked at Ming li. “I know them too, from the Kingdom by the Sea. I’ve seen their ceremonies on the Equinox. We have our own celebrations and have learned about theirs. We studied them because our peoples have much in common.”
“Yes. You will meet Nomad at the Darkid ceremony, on the Equinox – tomorrow. His people perform a dance in the desert. But I do have a warning. They can become nearly invisible, like how Ming li is when she rises in her meditation, so you need to pay close attention. They also stay above the sand in their ceremonies. He is expecting to receive this Sahi Talisman from you and return it to his Moon Kingdom. He will watch for you. I’ve promised to get it to him without incident. That is why I am sending the four of you. Do you have your Talismans and tinctures?”
“No. They’re not ready,” Ming li said. “We’ll have them in two days.”
“Okay. Bring your ceremonial swords as protection.”
“Tell us more about these Darkid,” Senna said. “Should we be concerned? I have heard rumors about this desert. It’s full of magical creatures, and great caution should be taken on Equinox. Are my friends in the Blue Cliff Basin naïve, or is there something we should know?” Senna directed her question at Manni, but also looked at Rendon with concern.
“Thank you for asking,” Manni said. “The sands are a world of their own, but in my experience, there’s nothing to worry about. The Kingdom by the Sea and the Kingdom of Wind and Sand far in the south are part of our support network. We are allies. I have never had a problem in the lands between our cities.”
“The Darkid are people who speak for the moons and for the planet. They are an ancient clan with a pragmatic view of the universe. They are curt, focused, and calculate the impact of each decision carefully. They live in the far upper realms, above the desert, in a place that provides them direct access to the moon’s energy. It’s a different life than our own or even Ming li’s. This item is their property. It was lost a long time ago. Now that it is found, I am choosing to return it to them during this ceremony. It would be difficult to reach them at any other time.”
“At my home,” Rendon said, “in the upstairs library, there is a map that shows all the traditions throughout Kalendra as a way of honoring the moon on the Equinox. I know of this ancient tribe.” 
“Fair enough,” Manni said. “I’m sure the meeting will go well. It is not broad knowledge. But I must warn you of one possible danger. Wesley’s gang, and his Desert Bandits. They have plagued Kalendra for a long time. A year ago, I would have expected them to interfere with the Darkid Ceremony. Fortunately, they have not been seen in a long time. There are no recent reports of their activities and I don’t believe you’ll be in any danger. But if you do come across them, Wesley has blond, shoulder-length hair, and steely eyes. He’s quite demanding and usually travels with a tall skinny man named Joe and a big burly man named Brutus. He used to have other men with him as well. As I said, it’s highly unlikely they will suddenly show up in the desert. Their activities have gone quiet for quite some time.
“Everyone has a Moon Catcher in case there is a need to call for assistance? You know how it works, right? You hold the stone up to the moon so that the moonlight streams through it. When you speak, the people you are calling will hear you. Your communication is relayed through your intentions. You can even call an entire team at once. I can be there if there’s an emergency, but I do not anticipate one. 
“Now, to prepare, I have an assignment. Using your Mana alone, with a single movement, display your swordsmanship, please.” They each took three deep breaths and touched their swords which now hung on their belts. Beginning with Senna, each of the apprentices pulled out their sword and held it in a powerful position, then willed their Mana into the blade. In her hands, Senna’s sword flashed with a rainbow of color, and they all flowed from the tip of the weapon out into the room. Ming li’s pulled her sword out of her belt next. As she held it up, it released a luminescent soft yellow, followed by a white glow, and brightened the room. Rendon struck a powerful dance pose and held his sword above his head and touched the blade with his left hand. The room was instantly engulfed in the smell of salt water while the blade emitted the brilliant sea green of the ocean. 
Kai watched his companions, then closed his eyes and imagined flying on his magic board. As he did, his sword released the energy of that emotion and a transparent sapphire blue filled the room.
“Good. It looks like you’re getting the hang of this. Keep your energy clear and continue to work with your Mana. I believe you can each strengthen your cores and provide stronger protection with these sacred objects. Let’s sit together in meditation before you leave. Strengthening your Mana today will help you be stronger on your journey tomorrow.”
They sat in a circle on the floor, as instructed. Each concentrated on clearing their minds at a deeper level than they ever had before. Manni walked past each to amplify their Mana.  “Your natural energy has knots in it. I am repairing that,” he said to Ming li’s as he observed her aura. He saw places that needed clearing. Soft pinks where the aura should be clear.
“May I?” Manni said looking quizzically at the air surrounding her.
“If you see something, please,” Ming li said. Manni placed his hands skillfully into her aura and removed two trauma knots from the past. They were like seeds, easily seen and plucked. When they were gone, Ming li opened her eyes and looked directly at Manni. “I feel so much better now. I didn’t know something was there, but now that you have released it, I am stronger. Thank you.” She bowed to him.
Manni walked to Kai next, to examine his aura as he meditated. Kai took three deep breaths and tried to release all the ideas in his mind. But truthfully, he was afraid of the desert and felt like a ball of nerves. He feared the isolation of the endless sand and sensed something was off. Manni observed him.
“Why are you anxious?” he said.
“It’s empty out there. Anything can happen. No one would know. That’s what the desert’s like. I’ve learned to avoid empty places,” Kai said, trying to relax. Manni nodded in understanding. Then he saw some markings on Kai’s aura. A large, dark scar crossed through the air a few inches off his core. “A band of fear lives in your mind. It’s from a long time ago. Has it been there your whole life, or do you remember a time when you didn’t feel that way?” Kai thought back to Rod and his friends in Wizandor. 
“I was bullied when I was alone – not as a child. After I moved to Wizandor. Did that leave a scar? Can you heal it?”  Manni looked at Kai and met his eyes. 
“Yes, but there is more. You have a lot of traumas from what I see.” Kai nodded. “The loss of your parents and community are here as well. Did you leave someone you loved that you worry about also?”
“My sister in Wizandor,” Kai said softly. “I want her to be okay and not bullied by …”
“Yes, this is a lot. I will do what I can now, but I believe it will take more effort to release these scars given the intensity and depth. It will continue to clear,” Manni said. He worked to carefully remove the trauma scars he could see. As he did so, Kai felt lighter, and the weight and fear released. He knew it would take time to unravel all the scars that made him so afraid of being isolated.
“Thank you. That’s better already,” Kai said.





Chapter twenty-one

The four prepared their packs for the rendezvous with the Darkid in the desert. They had the Sahi Talisman with them, wrapped for transport. They were instructed to arrive in the heat of the day, about two o’clock. Ming li and Rendon worked out the details so they could communicate with Nomad when they met. 
They left the village with the Sahi Talisman, carrying their ceremonial swords. Kai carried the stone for the first hour. Then it was Senna’s turn to guard it. When she finished, she passed it to Rendon. But when it was time for him to pass it to Ming li, the sand began to blow around them. They realized they were near the Glowing Tunnel, near where the Darkid ceremony was on Equinox. They knew to look for their ceremony in the sky above the sand, but they didn’t see it before them. 
The swirling sand intensified, and they had to close their eyes to keep the sand out. Then suddenly, the wind stopped. The mid-day light went out. They could open their eyes again, but in the pitch black, they couldn’t see a thing. No moons or stars. They were engulfed in an unusual black magic. The temperature where they stood dropped and it was getting cold fast. They heard something spin around them and wondered if it was part of the ceremony. The Sahi Stone, which had shown no signs of magic all day, suddenly glowed bright blue through its protective cloth. 
“Ming li, cover it,” Rendon said running to help her. 
“Is this the meeting spot?” Ming li asked. “I thought it was over there.”
Kai and Senna stepped closer to their friends. Manni said nothing about the world becoming pitch black and cold in the middle of the desert.
“Hahahaha …” they heard as if someone were laughing directly in their faces. But in the pitch black, they saw no one. Kai noticed a rainbow of color coming from Senna’s raised sword, as she used her Mana to break the darkness. Her sword revealed that four mages were surrounding them, and none of them matched the description of the Darkid or Nomad. Kai grabbed his sword and filled it with his sapphire blue light. These were Wesley’s Bandits, the men Manni had warned them about.
“What have you brought to us today?” Wesley said in a low dangerous voice. “That sapphire crystal is mine. Give it here.“ Kai pulled out his Moon Catcher, hoping to find the moon and call for Manni, but in the artificial blackness created by the bandits, there were no moons.
“That blue flame was independent of us,” Ming li said boldly. She held her ceremonial sword and the space brightened a little. Kai’s sword glowed the same sapphire blue as the crystal had.
“Blue Flame, come to papa,” he heard Wesley’s cold, disturbing voice. But the sacred stone was covered now, inside Ming li’s robes for safe-keeping. Ming li then put her sword away to stop its glow. Under the cover of darkness, she took her meditative pose and began to rise as if she were a cloud, using her carefully performed meditation and training to float towards the Upper Realms.  She tried to drift outside the spell of darkness as she rose ten feet up and moved towards the Glowing Tunnel. She managed to leave the artificial blackness her friends were in and saw the ceremony of the Darkid. She did her best to get Nomad’s attention and show him what she had. The Darkin leader came toward Ming li as she moved towards him. 
Ming li was within two feet of delivering the blue stone to Nomad when it slipped and flashed again. Wesley saw the light from the corner of his eye. 
“You, up there,” Wesley yelled. “Let’s see everyone in the light of day!” His crystal flashed and Ming li fell from ten feet up. The Sahi stone glowed brightly then vanished. No one knew where it went. Ming li landed hard on the glistening white sand. The heat of the desert afternoon returned. But Ming li, distracted by Wesley, didn’t know if Nomad received the stone, only that she and her friends were in a great deal of trouble. She lay on her back in pain where she fell, and the bandit stepped forward and placed his sword on her neck. He had shoulder-length blonde hair, steely blue eyes, and a mustache and matched Manni’s description. In addition to his sword, Wesley carried a bag of large magic crystals. His blue eyes were filled with rage.
“What do you have?” he demanded.
“I don’t have anything,” Ming li said truthfully.
“Who did you give it to?” he insisted. “I saw a blue light in the darkness. It was mine! How dare you steal my things?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” Ming li said, trying to figure out how she could get out from under his blade. “I have never had something that belonged to you, with all due respect. I think you must have seen Kai’s sword.”
“With all due respect,” Wesley yelled in fury. “I should destroy you and each of your friends. That’s the respect you deserve.”
Rendon was still trying to figure out where the stone went. He knew Ming li left when the desert was thrust into darkness, but he couldn’t imagine she had time to meet anyone. Was it still on her?
Wesley opened Ming li’s robe. “Let’s check your pockets,” said the tall skinny bandit called Joe. He leaned down and searched for valuables. All he found was a small Moon Catcher.
“What’s this?” he said
“A gift from my mother,” Ming li said. “I keep because I love her …
“You were walking with a magical blue stone, and we saw it,” said Jesse, another bandit now pulling out his sword. He had messy brown hair and looked like he hadn’t showered or shaved in a week.
Kai decided to cause a distraction and give her a chance to get away. He closed his eyes and imagined riding his magic board to fill his sword with Mana and hoped it worked. He knew they wouldn’t be expecting his movement because no one rode boards here. He jumped as if onto his board, and a sapphire blue stream of magic flew from the end of his sword and pushed against Wesley and Jesse. He felt encouraged. He jumped again, mimicking the movement of flying on his board. His Mana strengthened, and he felt his core stretch. Joe and Jesse both fell onto the hot desert sand.
“What is this? What are those?” Wesley said pointing to the ceremonial swords now that the sapphire blue was glowing from Kai’s. The three bandits surrounded Kai now and gave him all their focus. “What are you doing here, boy?” Wesley said dangerously. 
“Nothing. Well, I’m crossing the desert with my friends.” With the bandits distracted, Ming li got up and moved toward Rendon and Senna.
“Where are you going?” Wesley insisted. He, Joe, and Jesse all had their swords drawn on Kai.
“To the Kingdom by the Sea,” Kai said, then swallowed hard. “But we get extra points if we find the Glowing Tunnel on the way. That’s what we’re looking for. Have you seen it?”
Senna, Ming li, and Rendon wondered how they could protect Kai now. They knew Wesley was powerful, considering the darkness he had thrown them into. Senna handled her zigzag moon-marked stone and took it out of her pocket. It whispered loudly and the Moon apprentices heard its suggestion. But the bandits did not. Leave in different directions. Split the Bandits up. They made eye contact and nodded to each other. 
The three stepped backward, away from Kai, and began to carefully go in separate directions while Wesley and his bandits were focused on Kai. The bandits knew they couldn’t hurt him because they wanted information, but they hoped they could intimidate him, and somehow get their hands on that Sahi Stone. When his friends were twenty yards away, Senna coughed. Two of the bandits heard her and looked.
“They’re leaving. Look at that,” Joe said. “What do you suppose they’re doing now?” Taking advantage of Wesley’s distraction, Kai quickly stood again. Trying to get away, and stepped back as if onto his imaginary board, hoping to surround himself with protection. Kai looked up and saw Ming li was airborne again. He quickly looked away so none of the bandits would see her. Instead, he looked at Rendon who was running flat out across the sand towards the Kingdom by the Sea, with his moon catcher out to call for help.
Hey, where’s the other one?“ Wesley yelled, noting one girl missing. Wesley grabbed Kai again. Jesse caught up with Senna. He had her hands behind her back and was searching her pockets. Rendon contacted Koryn, his father, and Hodu to alert them. He noticed Ming li in the sky and hoped she got the Talisman to Nomad. Otherwise, he knew they’d have to find it and get it to him. But Wesley didn’t have it yet.
“Take ’em,” Wesley yelled. 
***A foot landed in Kai’s face. Then he took a blow to his ribs. “What did you have?”
“I didn’t have anything. What were you looking for?”
“Something of mine,” he said.
“I’m sorry I can’t help,” Kai said politely, as if talking to Rod back in Wizandor Village. “If you tell me what it was maybe I can help.”
“You can’t help me, boy. I’m going to find it myself.” Wesley laughed. “Just remember, you deserve whatever comes your way.” Wesley snapped his fingers, then raised his hand, opened a Messenger Trail, and hurled Kai through. As he left the desert through the opening in the atmosphere, Kai heard, “Hey Wesley, come here.” He recognized the voice of another bandit.
***During the commotion, Ming li disappeared, using her Upper Realms training. This time, she slipped into a Moon Trail for safety, knowing Wesley and his bandits could not see through them. She wished she had thought of that before. Then she searched for Nomad again. Miraculously, she discovered he had managed to dive down and retrieve the Sahi Talisman when it fell from her robes, and everyone was distracted. As a mage from the far Upper Realms, his skills were well-honed, and he had moved with great stealth. When the sapphire light flashed Nomad kept the valuable Sahi Stone away from the bandits. 
“You are welcome here always, my friend,” Nomad said to Ming li. “That was a close call. You have brought forth the item Manni delivered for safekeeping. Thank you for this. It is greatly appreciated.”
“Yes,” Ming li said. “We brought it from The Ancient Kingdom.”
“But you are not of that place,” Nomad said with a look of concern.
“No. I am training with Manni there. He is helping us develop our skills.”
“He is a good man. Why was there a flash, and who were the people bringing darkness to the desert during Equinox?” Nomad asked.
“I don’t know the people that brought darkness,” Ming li said. “Wesley and his Desert Bandits, I think they’re called. I hope my friends are okay. If I hadn’t come here earlier, Wesley would have taken your stone. I’m so glad you have it now.”
Nomad, the Darkid leader, stood and faced Ming li. “I have watched your friends. One has gone to the Kingdom by the Sea. I saw him escape. Now he’s with his dragon. I will keep an eye out,” he reassured her. “The other girl is likely back at school now, but I’m afraid she was injured. Unfortunately, another was sent through a Messenger Trail made of dark magic. I do not know what happened to him.”




Chapter twenty-two

Kai landed at the end of the Messenger Trail and had no idea where he was. He was in a dark, abandoned village surrounded by cliffs. He assumed he was near the edge of the desert but saw stone mountains surrounding the valley. The atmosphere was full of tension and danger. 
As he looked around the abandoned village, he saw no one, and knew Wesley wasn’t behind him yet. He hoped that he had time to figure out where he was and how to leave. He checked quickly and found no Messenger Trails nearby to escape. The one Wesley sent him through wasn’t visible in his crystal. That was strange. It meant he couldn’t use it to leave, so he decided to explore his surroundings. He was in a central square near the clock tower and stepped into a side street. Before him was a tall, elegant building with beautiful architectural designs that felt out of place in the otherwise abandoned town. As he continued to look around, he saw an ancient shrine with a stained-glass dome that must have been gorgeous in its day but now had a dark and dangerous feeling that made him uneasy. Kai wandered through the side streets and saw other old buildings that were once vibrant. He walked fast, looking for any signs of people but found no one. He saw humble entryways that reminded him of the apartment he almost stayed in before he met Walenda. 
When he turned the corner, he came across a shop that stopped him in his tracks. He was sure this was a reserve of Talismans. He saw shelves displaying a variety of stones like the one he and his friends tried to return to Nomad and the Darkid. He checked the alleyway to make sure no one saw him. Then he slipped into the room and saw crystals from many lands. They were labeled. Kai was sure these were sacred stones from all over Kalendra. One label read “Sahi Talisman, sapphire blue light.” 
Kai realized that Wesley was collecting the most powerful stones throughout Kalendra. Some shelves contained labels and descriptions but no stones. Four indicated the Ancient Kingdom in the Desert. Wesley had not yet stolen any of their magic. Three were from the Kingdom by the Sea but the shelves held one of their stones. The labels had descriptions of the stones they did not have yet. From the number of unusual crystals in this room, Wesley had acquired significant magic. Kai wondered if that was how he created blackness in the desert afternoon.
Kai’s gut said to get out of here before he was seen. There was a loud sound in the alleyway outside and he heard clanging as if a scaffolding had fallen. He looked out and realized it must have been around the corner. As he ran down the alleyway, he heard two young children commenting on whatever had fallen. 
“Let’s stay away from here,” he heard a woman say. “Come on.” Kai ran as fast as he could back to the central square certain that Wesley would return any minute. He didn’t want to be seen anywhere near their treasure, or he would be dead.
When he returned to the location Wesley sent him he and saw a large burly man staring at him holding a knife. He signaled for Kai to come to him. Kai froze.
***“Hey Wesley,” Joe yelled before he followed Kai through the magic passage. “The boy I was chasing got away. Made it into a Messenger Trail and was calling for help last I saw. I think we’d better call this one off. Not worth getting caught.”
“Well, I got that kid, the one that kicks his feet funny. He’s back at the hideout. Think I’ll take him to the castle, that school they said they went to. See if I can case that joint. Damn. I hoped I’d get that Darkid artifact today. Didn’t really expect to see it, but you saw the blue flash.”
“Yeah, but that kid’s sword was sapphire blue. That’s what we saw,” Joe said. Wesley shrugged.
“I don’t want that kid nosing around too long. No one’s there right now unless Brutus came back. I’d better go.” As Wesley turned to open the Messenger Trail, Jesse arrived.
“That girl. She’s just a student from the Blue Cliff Basin, studying at that Ancient Kingdom. Nothing. She gave me no information whatsoever. And I cut her pretty good too,” he laughed. “She wasn’t lying.”
“Well, I got the kid and I’m going to go talk to him.” Wesley opened the Messenger Trail and returned to his hideout.
***“What are you doing here, boy?” the disheveled, man with messy brown hair and beard said to Kai, the knife now on his throat and his hands behind his back. Kai began to sweat. But before he could answer, Wesley arrived.
“No worries, Brutus. I sent him here. We’re about to leave,” Wesley said. Brutus let him go.
“But do tell us, boy, what are you doing at that Ancient Kingdom?” Wesley asked.
“Training. It’s my first year. Learning to develop my skills. People didn’t think I had any magic in my hometown. It’s new to me,” Kai said with a shrug, hoping his explanation would be enough.
“Were you from somewhere that didn’t have magic?”
“Yeah, my aunt and uncle’s house,” Kai said.
“So, Brutus. This boy here’s my new friend. We are going to the Ancient Kingdom together. He wants to introduce me to his magic instructor. This ought to be interesting. I used to know someone there. He and his friends wouldn’t explain why they were in the desert on the Equinox, and I wanted to grab my things from their school anyway. So, I’m taking him home.” 
Kai froze in place. He hadn’t expected this. Brutus looked hard at Wesley.
“You ain’t gonna use your new magic on them, are you?” he asked.
“We’ll just have to see if they play nice with me. I’m taking their apprentice back after all.”
“But if you hurt their buildings, man, you’ll never gain their trust, Wesley. Don’t do it.”
“Do you know people in the Ancient Kingdom?” Kai asked.
“I’ll ask the questions,” Wesley said coldly. “Let’s go.” He opened the unusual Messenger Trail Kai hadn’t been able to find earlier and signaled for him to step through. Wesley followed him and they came out where they’d left the desert. The vast expanse of glistening hot sand lay before them again. Kai looked around for his friends and saw they’d all left. He pulled out a red crystal to check the Messenger Trails out of habit. Most were a dangerous red color indicating they were unsafe. 
“You planning to lead?” Wesley said. “Be my guest.” Kai saw anger in Wesley’s blue eyes. Kai looked away and shook his head. “Who’s your teacher at the Ancient Kingdom?”
“A mage named Manni,” Kai said casually, then saw a flash of anger come across Wesley’s face as if he could barely contain himself. He realized he shouldn’t have said anything. He didn’t know anything about their relationship, but clearly, this bandit knew Manni.
“Well, then. He’s my old friend,” Wesley smiled. “Sent you into the desert at Equinox, did he? Let’s learn more about that. I’ll bet he knows how to contact the Darkid. I’d like to do that myself.”
“He’s an old friend?” Kai said, as if he was relieved, but sensed something terribly wrong and hoped Manni wouldn’t be there. Kai turned to walk across the sand, remembering Manni had told them to avoid Messenger Trails on the Equinox. Was there an unspoken war against the Darkid in the desert that everyone knew about but his friends and himself? He wished he knew what had happened to Rendon, Ming li, and Senna. 
“I want to see my old friend, Manni. Why don’t you take me to him right now? Open a Messenger Trail. Find one,” Wesley said, pulling out his sword and putting it in Kai’s face as if to say, ‘or else.’
Kai looked through his red crystal again in search of a clean trail. He found one and opened that trail. The bandit followed him through.
“Nice one. We’re almost there,” he said. Kai continued walking toward the Ancient Kingdom, his ceremonial sword hanging from his belt. Just as he got to the entrance, the Protector came out to greet them. 
***“What happened?” Manni asked Senna.
“The lights went out, all of them in the middle of the desert afternoon.” Manni was intrigued. He used a basin with water to clear away the blood on her leg and shoulder as she explained. He washed several cuts, relieved she got away from Jesse before he did more harm. She had a black eye and a swollen lip. The cut on her leg was deep and he used a magic stone to stop the bleeding. Using another crystal, Manni was able to reduce the swelling and the discoloration of her bruises. 
“I am sorry. I mentioned the Desert Bandits, but I didn’t expect them to come. It’s been two years since they bothered the Darkid on Equinox, or anyone in the desert for that matter. They got their reputation a long time ago and I assumed they’d either disbanded or got caught somewhere.”
“There was a blue flash. Is that what that stone was supposed to do? Rendon and Ming li had it when the lights went out. When it flashed, the bandits saw it. I had already passed it off. Kai’s unusual movement made them suspicious of us, I think. They were convinced we must have had some powerful magic. I finally convinced Jesse I was from the Blue Cliff Basin and meant no harm. It didn’t seem we needed more cover than the truth, and luckily, he left me alone, after I didn’t have information. I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened to that stone.” Senna looked down apologetically. 




Chapter twenty-three

Wesley had Kai walk up the steps to the Ancient Kingdom and lead him across the bridge, indicating he still had his sword out.
“Welcome back, Kai,” the Protector said bowing formally. “I understand your group had an adventure in the desert today.” She smiled and Kai smiled back. Wesley walked next to Kai importantly, realizing this was the woman he needed to impress to get inside the castle. She was his key to the Ancient Kingdom, and its magical stones. 
“I found him in the desert and chose to assist his return,” Wesley said politely. “It’s such a beautiful day today. Kai told me that he’s been working with some mages here and I thought I’d come by and give my regards. He’s an impressive young man,” Wesley bowed, buttering the Protector up.
“He is. Thank you for returning him here,” she said, “but I’m sure he would have found his own way. Kai was relieved that the Protector was so cool and distant. He was afraid she’d have invited him inside and Kai sensed that would be a mistake. Kai didn’t trust Wesley and knew how dangerous he could be after visiting his dangerous village and meeting his associates, not to mention the unusual magic he’d demonstrated in the desert.
“I was hoping to speak with Manni,” Wesley said. “He’s my old friend. Kai here reminded me that he teaches for this fine Academy,” Wesley smiled broadly at the Protector and tried to hold her gaze.
“I’ll page him for you,” she said. In a flash of her crystal, the Protector requested Manni come to the front of the building. 
“That would be wonderful,” he replied. Shortly after, Manni appeared in the doorway and walked out to greet Wesley.
“Hey. It’s been a long time,” Wesley said politely. “Long time no see, and all that jazz,” he chuckled. “I believe I found something of yours in the desert.” He pointed to Kai. “He was glowing like a sapphire crystal. I nearly confused him with the Darkid ceremony, but we all make our mistakes. I miss those people. Haven’t seen the Darkid in ages.”
“Thank you for bringing him back, Wesley. I hear you’re experimenting with new magic,” Manni said. 
“Well, a little here, a little there, but you know, nothing major … besides, we’ve been having trouble. We seem to have lost our water.” Wesley said with bitterness in his voice. “I wonder how you have such an abundance of water in the desert.” Manni met his eyes. “Did you steal ours? Looks like it.” 
“Of course not,” Manni said, intrigued. “I understand you’ve managed to thrust the desert afternoon into darkness. That’s what I heard. Please do tell.” Wesley was silent and stared at Manni. Someone had snitched. He hated when that happened. “Perhaps using unusual magic cost your community’s resources. It is written in the Kalendrian Guidance to use the crystals and magic with respect. It’s possible that could explain your missing water.” Wesley regretted asking for Manni. He’d had a better chance of influencing the Protector without this information being shared.
“I’ve done nothing so dramatic,” Wesley said reaching out one hand. “That’s such an exaggeration Manni. Who told you such a thing?” He laughed.
“A couple of people,” Manni said seriously.
“Well, you don’t want to believe everything you hear. Did you send your students to see the Darkid dance in the Equinox? I so love their performance. That’s what I had planned to do myself. It’s been too long since I’ve had the pleasure. I thought Kai and his friends were up to something with them.”
“I see. So that’s how you ran into them. I sent them on an errand to the Kingdom by the Sea, and I gave them bonus points if they found the Glowing Tunnel on the way. Didn’t they tell you? It’s hard to find on most days, much easier on the Equinox.”
“You don’t say,” Wesley said. There had to be some way he could learn more about this secretive Ancient Kingdom. How could he get inside and find their Dynasty Crystals?
“Thank you for bringing my apprentice back. I can’t wait to hear about his day,” Manni said formally. Kai walked towards the entrance of the Ancient Kingdom and Wesley stood awkwardly facing the Protector and Manni. Clearly, they weren’t going to invite him in.
“You’re welcome for bringing him home,” Wesley said. “Perhaps we can arrange a social gathering like old times.” Manni bowed in a non-committal way.
“Perhaps under different circumstances,” Manni said curtly. He gestured for Kai to enter the Ancient Kingdom courtyard and waved goodbye to Wesley.
Wesley left across the bridge, then looked around the Kingdom for another entrance and began taking notes for his return. He thought about the flying beasts he’d need to bring with him and what kind of a crew it would take to get into the most hidden parts of this castle. The longer he looked and the more mental notes he took, the more obsessed he became. He couldn’t wait to break into this Kingdom. He wouldn’t stop until he got his hands on the stones this Ancient Kingdom had stolen from him. After all, he reasoned, they belonged in his collection, and if they weren’t there, it was someone else’s fault. He wasn’t the bandit. He was the man called on to make things right again.  
Stealthily Wesley walked along the river and looked across to the stables outside of the castle. That looked like a good place to establish an operation. Then he saw a back entrance to the castle, one he assumed wasn’t guarded. 
***Silas got up from his desk, ready to leave the office for the day. As he walked across the courtyard, he saw a young man around seventeen being carried up the stairs from the prison on a stretcher. Silas was struck by how pale and stiff he looked. He didn’t have a sheet over him so maybe he was alive. It was an eerie scene and made him very uncomfortable.
“Is he dead?” Silas asked hesitantly to the two men carrying him. They tried to look businesslike. They weren’t supposed to let anyone see the results of the Blue Montis testing in the Bog prison, but they’d forgotten to check that the coast was clear. They were sworn to secrecy by the manager in the prison.
“Um … following the Grizzled Queen’s orders,” one of the men said while the other nodded. There wasn’t much else they could say. 
“How many …?” Silas asked.
“Can’t, sir, King’s instructions,” the man replied. “Some of them turn white and die, but not many. Nothing to worry yourself about, sir.”
“He’s too young to work here,” Silas said, stepping closer with more concern.
“They’re brought here from school,” the second man volunteered as an explanation. Silas looked at the young pale man on the stretcher again. That boy should have had had a long life ahead of him.
“Can anything be done to save him? Is there a doctor or a shaman here? He’s so young,” Silas said, concerned for the young man.
“Not allowed to ask questions, sir. People were punished for that already,” the two Boggers were anxious now. They’d said too much and knew they shouldn’t talk to anyone. “Got to go.” Before Silas could say another word, they ran carrying the stretcher down the passage that led behind the workhouse. Silas stood in shock, certain that young man had died. He had no idea this was happening and he didn’t understand. Was there a graveyard back there?
Every day he came to work, did his job, and left unaware they were carrying this new operation. He’d hadn’t paid attention to anything outside his own division. Then, vaguely, in the recesses of his mind, he remembered the argument he’d had with Asa, the night Kai left Wizandor Village, months ago. People can’t help what day they were born on and if the moons were full. He continued walking to the tram while his mind swam in the implications of the King and the workhouse killing innocent people, children from school. Nobody knew if that boy had ever used magic in his life. Even if he had, did he deserve to die? Silas rode the tram up the steep cliff to Wizandor Village in shock as the operator used a series of pullies to raise the carriage to the top. 
For the first time he understood why Kai had suddenly left and was thankful he did. It came as a complete shock to realize the truth of what was happening. At the time Kai left, he’d been angry and embarrassed. Silas was derided publicly in front of the King. Mid meeting, he was presented with a citation because his nephew had been seen riding some magical board. He was embarrassed, humiliated, and furious. Now, for the first time, he saw that innocent people were in danger of dying because of the King’s orders to test everyone for Moon Magic with a procedure so lethal it killed them. Asking people to quit using magic in favor of elbow grease was quite different from killing them simply because of the night they were born.  He agreed with Asa.
Silas walked in the door of his apartment and quietly closed it behind him. His shoulders were slumped as he slowly walked into the living room. He looked like a lost man. Asa was on the couch reading and Onyx was cooking dinner. Asa looked up as he collapsed on the couch.
“Are you okay, Uncle Silas?” she asked. She’d never seen him like this. He stared into the distance. “Did something happen?” He looked at her like a lost child who didn’t know where he was. “Uncle Silas?” Asa walked across the room and sat next to him, then she took his hand.
He looked at her as tears filled his eyes. “They’re … hurting … innocent children … like you said they would … I didn’t ... I didn’t believe it … I didn’t want to.” He put his hands over his eyes and his shoulders shook. Silas cried uncontrollably. He was unable to get the image of the pale boy on the stretcher out of his mind. He must have been important to someone, Silas thought. He wondered if the boy’s parents knew or if their son would simply never come home from school again. He thought about checking the missing person’s report in the village to see how many. It was too much to process. He had followed every order and ignored all the consequences as punishments for using magic became more severe. Silas felt like a broken man. This had gone way farther than he had ever imagined. 
What had once been a point of pride, working hard and proving his loyalty by shunning magic, lost a great deal of its meaning that afternoon.  In his mind, Silas made a commitment to do more to protect the innocent people in the village. He didn’t know how, but he had to do something to make things right. He didn’t want to see any more people killed for no reason. He began to question everything in his life. All he knew was that killing innocent people was a far bigger crime than using magic to make dinner or clean the house. He didn’t endorse magic but couldn’t tolerate this.




Chapter twenty-four

The following day, Silas arrived at the office and went through his usual routine. But when the lunch hour arrived, he walked around the Bog prison building to see what he could learn. He saw that children were being brought directly from school. He looked for their procedures and saw several horse-drawn carriages waiting in a small park-like setting. They brought the kids directly here without going through a monitored entrance and they came in small groups. Then looked for other ways to get in and out of the Bog without being seen. He didn’t want any more innocent children to die, and he began to devise a plan to ensure it would never happen again. He stayed late at work to look for more solutions and ways to prevent children from being tested.
When he got home, he asked Asa to take a walk with him. He wanted to talk to her alone where Onyx wouldn’t hear. He didn’t want to disappoint his wife for being disloyal. And he didn’t want her to know what was going on just in case he got caught and she was interrogated. Once outside, he turned to her.
“Asa … can you tell me about Kai? I mean, what happened when he got caught using his board?”
“Why?” she asked.
“There’s something I need to understand. Something’s wrong. I just thought you might know and be able to tell me … um… something that would help.” Asa looked at him curiously. She knew from yesterday that something had changed.
“I can show you where he used to ride his board. Is that what you want?”
“Was it safe? I mean, I know he got caught, but …”
“Yeah. He said he went there almost every day for two years.”
“That’s good,” he said thinking it might not be monitored. “Can you show me where it is?” She looked at him with curiosity. But she had no reason not to show him Kai’s hiding place, so she led him across the village square and down the stairs. Then she looked around with caution just as Kai had done before and slipped onto the small trail. The two arrived in the cutout cave on the cliff and Silas walked across the space. He examined the cliff wall as Asa described Kai’s routine. And then he saw what he was looking for. There was a door that led into the basement of the Castle, or at least that’s what he hoped it was. Silas walked up to it and tried the door.
“What are you doing, Uncle Silas?” Asa wanted to know.
“They’re taking … children,” Silas said. “I can’t let them take any more. The ones born on full moon, are dying ... I can’t believe it. You were right and I’m so sorry. We can’t let any more …” He pushed hard on the door, and it opened. He looked at Asa and they both looked inside together. There was a large room that had a few items of furniture, but mostly it was empty. “This could work,” he said.
“What are you doing?”
“Can we bring them here? I mean, nobody comes down here. I think I can figure out how to get them out of the Bog before they go into the prison – and you can talk to your friends and find out how worried the families are. But they have to stay somewhere so the same grief we’ve seen in the village keeps happening. You know, so the Grizzled Queen and Bill don’t know we’re keeping them safe.” Asa looked at Silas and slowly nodded.
“My friend Hanna, that’s who they were threatening that day Kai left. I can talk to her. She’s safe, and maybe she’ll know other people too. They moved here recently so they’re not caught up in the Bogs. She gets bullied like Kai did.”
“How would we feed them, I mean if they had to stay for days,” Silas asked. “We need to be careful. They can’t see a catering operation if there’s a lot of kids.” Asa smiled at her uncle. 
“Do you know about Tea Service?” At first, Silas looked at her indignantly. Then he thought about what she’d asked and realized it would work. He slowly nodded.
“You can do that?” he asked. Asa looked him in the eye. She couldn’t believe she was admitting that she used magic to her Uncle Silas. Only a few days ago, she would have been in a lot of trouble. She nodded, then smiled. To her utter surprise he slowly nodded back and smiled too.
“I never thought I’d say this but thank you. That means we can rescue those kids and keep them off that big stone bed thing. Did they already take you from school? Have you seen it from the inside?”
“No. I missed school that day and they didn’t come back to take me.”
“Maybe we can get the schedule and make kids miss school,” he said enthusiastically. “Then they’d stay safe.”
“If we ever see Kai again, he’s going to be proud of you,” Asa said.
“You have to promise me one thing,” Silas said nervously. “You can’t tell Onyx. I mean, I guess you’ll be here too since you’re going to be the babysitter, maybe with your friend Hanna. I don’t think it’s a good idea for Onyx to know. She’ll be furious with me for going against the King. But it’s better if she doesn’t know, just in case they talk to her.”
Asa and Silas worked out a plan to keep more kids from dying in the Bog. Asa and her friend Hannah would take care of the kids in the storeroom beneath the village and Asa would use her Tea Service skills to keep everyone fed. She talked to some of her friends and borrowed blankets for an epic sleepover, but she was careful who she told. They were sworn to secrecy. The Bogger families were kept completely in the dark, even when their own children were rescued. It was too risky. They started by checking children’s birthdates against the lunar calendars and identified the high-risk children they had to keep out of the Bog prison to successfully prevented more deaths.
Unfortunately, from Onyx perspective, Asa suddenly went missing one day. She suspected fowl play in the Bog as a punishment for Kai’s disappearance. She was furious with Silas for not rescuing Asa from the Bog. He avoided the apartment in the evenings, so he didn’t have to talk. Their relationship became strained. He worked late and came home after Onyx was in bed. He used his evenings to be sure he intervened and stopped anymore deaths.
***Kai and his friends arrived in the courtyard wearing their robes. Everyone wore their packs. Kai had his board strapped onto his. “You must go,” the Protector said. “Haven’t you heard Sohm? He’s been contacting all of you.” Kai looked down and saw his Moon Catcher was glowing and so were his friends’. “Let me open the portal for you now. You are needed in your present-day world. Please, don’t stay more than four days. That will be enough.” she said.
“Wait,” Riya said, running up to the four apprentices. “Before you go, you need your Talismans. We have no time for a ceremony now, but maybe you can do something meaningful when you get a minute. She placed the crystal necklaces over each of the apprentices’ necks. In the center, Kai saw a beautiful image that combined the designs each had drawn the first day of class. The crystals glistened in the light and felt powerful in his hands.
“Thank you,” he said, bowing to her. 
Quintin also reached into his robes and grabbed four bottles of the powerful lemon tincture they’d made. “This is also ready in the nick of time,” he said, handing the four bottles to Ming li. She put them in her robes.
“Please,” Kai said. “I need someone to take care of Tika. She’s in my room.” 
“I’ll take her to Gavin for training while you’re gone,” Quintin said.
Then the Protector signaled Kai, Rendon, Senna, and Ming li to the courtyard entrance. They knelt in the circle and bowed with their heads on the floor and their hands outstretched. The circle of four beasts facing North, South, East, and West, surrounded them. She placed her crystal on each of their backs and opened the Crack in Time, set to return them to Kai’s world three hundred years from now. The four entered the path of time as color swirled around them.
***They arrived in an Ancient Kingdom that was quiet and nearly empty. The color stopped swirling around them, and they heard a violin playing an upbeat, welcoming tune. 
“What’s going on? Are we here?” Ming li said.
“I don’t know,” Senna said. “The Protector said it was urgent.”
“We have arrived,” Rendon said, opening his eyes. “This should be interesting.”
“It must be getting bad here,” Kai said. “I hope we can use all our strengths together to save Wizandor Village.” Ming li tried to use her moon catcher to see if there was guidance here. 
“Is anyone else here?” Rendon said realizing how quiet and empty it was here.
“Just the Violinist and me, right now,” the Protector said as she bowed to them. “She will accompany you as needed to provide music and amplify your magic whenever possible.” The Violinist walked across the courtyard and bowed her acknowledgment.
“You must go soon,” the Protector said. “Kai, I leave it to you to take them to the Wizandor Village. When you alerted the mages of the danger, you saved many lives, but the time has come to combat this madness head-on.” Kai nodded, knowing he had to rely on his strengths.
“Everything has gone according to plan so far,” the Protector said.  “Let’s be certain you are at top strength before you leave.” With that she waved her arm and a smorgasbord of foods appeared in the courtyard. Before they served themselves, they walked around the courtyard and tried to understand how different this Ancient Kingdom was now. It was truly confusing that such a vibrant castle was empty. 
“Eat, drink, and then go,” she said. They gladly followed her instructions and served themselves to a feast of fruits and vegetables that were sweet and crunchy, along with a large assortment of foods. They drank the tinctures she offered in the form of lemonade. They were like the ones they’d helped Quintin make.
When they finished, they headed to the door.
“One thing,” the Protector said. They all turned. “We know you’re okay for four days, but we haven’t tested much longer for those coming forward in time on their initial journey. Be quick. I believe you can help the present-day world significantly in the time you have.” They all nodded. “Going back in time like Kai did is different. It’s more flexible, less of a strain on the body.” They looked at each other. “Next time you come this way, you can stay longer, but this is precautionary because it’s your first time. That’s our policy. I will let the Kalendra Coalition of Wizards and Shaman know you are here in case you need their help. They’ll notify their members.”
“You trusted,” they all heard Sohm’s gravelly voice together. “Thankfully, you have arrived as requested.” The four looked at each other. “Follow Kai, please,” Sohm said. Everyone looked at Kai. 
“We should go by Energy Trail,” Kai said. “It’s fastest and we can stop by a few places on the way.” They each touched their Talismans on their chests. Kai held a crystal up to the light. “It’s my turn to give a tour. Are you ready?”




Chapter twenty-five

As the Ancient Kingdom receded into the distance, Kai turned to his friends. “There’s something we need to see before we go,” he said. At the base of the stone mountains where he first entered the desert was the display of petroglyphs. Rock carvings showed the flying cheetah, the serpent, and dragon were there.
“Were these here in the earlier time?” Ming li said.
“Yes, but I found more recently when I came back from Wesley’s, you know, Manni’s friend,” Kai teased. “I want to keep a look out for them because they don’t follow the timeline. They seem independent of time, and I’m wondering if the magical beasts’ world is changing somehow. I simply wanted everyone to pay attention to the changes in these stone carvings. It’s weird. Every time I see these there are more.”
“We need to get our bearings. Have you been here before?” They all looked at each other. “This is where we are,” he said making a map on the ground before them. “East, across these stone mountains is the Wenderfaren Valley. That’s where my grandma lives. We’ll go there on the way back. We’ll go here on the way,” he said pointing to the Gabriella Passage.
Senna looked at the map of Kalendra that Kai made. “It’s so strange. I remember some of these places, but others are completely foreign. Did the landscape change? Where are the cities?” she said, pointing to the valley on the far side of the Gabriella Passage. “We compete with them,” she said. Kai looked at her, remembering that her own home is an archaeology site now. Walenda said other cities had vanished. 
“This way,” he said, “one more stop.” They gathered and again he used his crystal to create another Energy Trail. They crossed to the Gabriella Passage. Senna looked curiously around. Kai brought them to the Eternal Gardens on the far side of the valley, where they could look up the cliff and see the Wizandor Village at the top. They were surrounded by fruit and vegetables. He pointed to the castle above them.
“Need a snack? This is the best food in all Kalendra, in my opinion. I know we just ate, but it’s so fresh here.” They all took handfuls of grapes, raspberries, and blueberries. They sat for a few minutes while Kai checked his maps for safety. “Before we get there, I want to show you the Bog. It’s a big workhouse where they make all the things. They have a mining operation and many factories. It makes lives more comfortable for people who have no magic.” He pulled up a map of the Messenger Trails in the area. 
“Look,” he said. “These trails are all redirected. That must have been what the Protector and Sohm were warning about. We’ll take an Energy Trail to Wizandor Village from here.” They all gathered around his maps. “We can look down on the Bog.” 
“What’s going on?” Senna said as she saw smudged red lines on the map. “It looks like all the trails are redirected to take people to the same place.”
“Yeah. The Bog, that workhouse. I told you it was getting bad,” Kai said. “People were so afraid of King Okid, they looked the other way. That’s why it’s not safe anymore. There was no resistance. They probably destroyed everyone who objected or put them in prison.”
“Yeah, but ...” Senna said. Ming li was looking at the map and assessing the vibration of the trails and the current day land. A mild rumbling shook the ground.
“What’s going on?” Rendon wanted to know.
“I’m not sure,” Kai said. “I heard they’re mining too much. My grandma said they were trying to take the magical columns placed for Shaman Moon thousands of years ago. I think that’s what that is.”
“You said they’re killing the Moon People? That is their solution? What are they going to do when they realize they need to rebalance their world?” Rendon said.
“I don’t know.” Kai said. “Maybe they think they can bully the world into behaving.” He laughed at the ridiculousness of the idea and shook his head.
“It is time,” they all heard Sohm’s voice. It was gravelly and loud. “Go directly to Wizandor right now, before it is too late,” he said.
“Use and Energy Trail,” Sohm said. “You must break the spell on Wizandor Village right now. Then I have other assignments when you’re done.”
Kai looked at his friends. “Keep your swords ready and begin filling them with Mana. I’ll direct us. It’s not far. Wizandor Village.” They all held hands. Their ceremonial swords were in their sheaths Each touched their Talismans once again and Kai transported the group by focusing on the courtyard at the entrance of the village. They opened their eyes and found themselves in front of the speaker’s podium, beneath the clock tower. The four stood together and Kai looked across the square. He saw Rod and his friends with their usual petulant smiles.
“Did you bring a bunch of Moon friends? We’re supposed to take you all to the Bog and eliminate you. What nastiness are you bringing into our lives now?”
“If you’d like to go to the Bog, suit yourself,” Kai said calmly facing his nemesis. Rod and his bullies walked toward them.
“Get them,” Rod yelled and ran at Kai, who jumped onto his board and rode off. Rod turned and saw Senna on the speaker’s podium dancing. She was pivoting on her toes, her sword spilling a bright rainbow of colors across the square as her signature moves guided her Mana into the square. Ming li rose, in her meditative pose, to the height of the Bell Tower. She was out of reach by the time Rod saw her. She looked like a cloud in the sky and emitted a yellow and white light across the square and the village, brightening the space. While Rod and the others were distracted by the performers, Kai rode his board from the Crystalline Forest across the courtyard, his transparent sapphire blue Mana spilling across the square from the end of his sword.
“Hey,” Rod yelled as he felt the positive energy push against him. Rendon walked directly up to Rod, the light smell of saltwater and desert sand filled the square along with his sea green Mana. He did a back walkover casually. He wanted to call on Hodu for help, but in his stead, Rendon saw a kitten run across the square and mind spoke, asking what was going on in the village. Was everyone still, okay? Together, the four Sword Sages Dancers raised the vibration of Wizandor Village. Rod and his friends were visibly uncomfortable, but at the same time they couldn’t stop smiling. Their angst was beginning to release.
“What’s the matter?” Kai asked. “Got a problem with life?”
“It’s not fair you can do that. It’s not allowed. Who are you?” Rod said, trying to call the guards. 
“The Moon People,” Senna declared proudly. “We’re making the world right again. Stop being so mean. Kai told me how you used to treat him.” She spun with her hands over her head. Her sword emanated a rainbow of colors, as she painted the village in light.
“You should be on … on a Blue Montis slab,” Rod said.
“Should we, now?” Kai said. “Is your goal to poison yourself next? What did you think would happen if you eliminated those who can keep the planet working?” he said, as he rode directly across the square at top speed toward Rod and two of his friends. “What’ll it be, Rod? You like the world you’ve created here, taking children away from their families and homes? How does that feel?”
Kai’s uncle and some other men from the Bog walked into the square, feeling inexplicable joy down to the depth of their souls.  They smiled broadly, then stopped themselves, remembering they’d be in trouble for being happy. The four Moon People were breaking the sorceress’ spell, and without realizing why it felt so good, the men accepted their positive feelings.
“Kai, what are you doing here?” Silas said.
“Protecting this village. How many Moon People have you killed down in the Bog?” he said.
“I ... I didn’t want ... you see ...” Silas said. He’d been finding ways to protect the village since he saw the dead boy, but he was afraid to say so in front of his colleagues.
“I understand,” Kai said, riding down to the ground and facing his uncle as he stood on his board. “I hate being bullied too but going along emboldens them and makes things worse. Have you noticed? Join us now, please,” he said, facing Silas. “We’re here to free this village. What is the Bog thinking? Or are they simply afraid of whatever the Grizzled Queen thinks? By the way, where’s Asa, and Onyx?” Without waiting for an answer, Kai flew upward and did a slow-motion backflip in the air, raising his ceremonial sword and releasing a wall of transparent blue energy that filled the square. Silas watched him in amazement, apologizing to his nephew in his mind. Ming li was at the height of the Bell Tower and Senna continued to dance, her sword painted the village with the highest quality energy she could muster. More people from the village continued to arrive into the square to watch the multiple performances. Their faces lit up with smiles and they cheered for the performers. Their Sword Sage Dances were doing the work intended.
“This is delightful. I haven’t felt this good in … I don’t know how long,” a woman exclaimed. 
Rendon had left the square to follow the kitten down the stairs and around the back of the village to the space beneath the Wizandor cliffs. Kai had described that location, where he was punished for using his magical board. Rendon listened to the kitten as it told of the moon children, small ones only five years old, who had been taken from some of the apartments above. But they were not taken to the Bog, only to a small storage space under the village. The Boggers required to take them didn’t feel it was right, the kitten told Rendon. He followed the kitten to a door under the village and opened it. Inside, he found nine children. Two older girls had taken care of the younger ones while they all hid there. 
“I’m so sorry,” Rendon said. “Please allow me to help you.” He immediately led them all back up to the square. Asa carried the smallest girl who looked scared. When they arrived at the top of the stairs and back in the square, Kai saw them and stopped in his tracks. The oldest girls were Asa and her friend Hanna, the girl he saw being threatened just before he left the village. 
“Asa, what happened?” he said running to her and giving his sister a hug.
“They said our family had Moon Children so we must all be taken,” she said.
“I’m so sorry, Asa. Uncle Silas, you knew about this?” Kai said accusingly when he saw his uncle with Asa.
“Shh … don’t tell,” he whispered to Kai. “I couldn’t let them be taken. It was wrong. They’re out of control.” Kai looked in his eyes, understanding dawning. Silas protected these children and Asa helped him. His uncle finally understood. 
“Thank you. I’m glad we got here when we did,” he said. The two other men that had accompanied Silas looked at him accusingly but were soon engulfed with more good vibes from the Sword Sage Dances, and their angst evaporated.
Two women came running when they saw their children. They had grieved for days, told their children had been taken from school to the Bog. “This is the happiest day of my life,” one called. “I … I … Thank you,” she said to Rendon. He smiled and nodded. 
“Of course, my pleasure,” he said. “But I believe you owe thanks to Silas and Asa,” Rendon said. Kai looked at the entryway into the village and saw that Onyx, his aunt, was just walking into the square.
“Thank you, Silas,” Nancy said as she hugged her child. “I heard they took her from school. Thank goodness you kept her safe. She was born on two full moons.” Silas shook his head in dismay. He’d only recently discovered how lethal that operation was. He’d identified the high-risk children and he and Asa had taken them all to safety, unable to tell their families out of fear of being caught.
“I only wish I began helping sooner. I’m sorry for everyone’s loss,” he said. “Asa and Hanna helped me and kept everyone safe so they wouldn’t be harmed. We did it together.”




Chapter twenty-six

“Onyx, over here,” Kai called. She looked up; her eyes filled with tears. “It’s okay. Asa’s here too. See for yourself.” Onyx face was grief-stricken. Kai ran to her and pulled her veil up. “Asa’s here, Onyx. Do you see her?” He poured Mana into the sword and touched her with it, trying to infuse her with the good, healing energy. Then she slowly began to come out of her trance.
“They took … Kai, what are you doing here?” she said.
“My friend Rendon found Asa and Hanna. They were taking care of other kids, keeping the Moon Kids safe from the poison,” he said. Onyx looked at him as if she barely recognized him through her fog of grief.
“But Kai? You can’t be here. It’s not safe. They even took …” She blinked again and realized that Kai and Asa were standing together holding hands. She looked to her husband with scorn. “He …”
“Couldn’t tell you what he’d done,” Kai said. “He was protecting children and hiding them from the Bogs, but he couldn’t tell anyone so the Bogs didn’t get suspicious.” 
Onyx stared in a daze. “You protected them?” Silas nodded and smiled.
“I’m so sorry. I couldn’t say anything. I was afraid even my thoughts were being monitored. I … I’m so sorry Onyx. Asa and I worked it out together. Please forgive us,” he said as he hugged her. “I don’t want to work for King Okid anymore. Chani was right all along. He doesn’t care who he hurts. I was too afraid before, and I’m so sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”
Senna danced across the square, gracefully pirouetting. Her sword brought a bright rainbow of energy to Onyx’s and her mind cleared a little more. “You protected our beautiful niece? Thank you … thank you …” Kai, Rendon, and Ming li all added to the energy again. Onyx looked at them. “And you came back,” she said. She was finally starting to understand and come back to reality. She had tried hard to act as if everything was okay despite the problems. Silas barely spoke to her after Asa went missing. He’d simply been silent for days.
“I brought my friends with me,” Kai said. “We must repair our world so people can stand up to King Okid before he destroys everything in sight. He’s insatiable. But that’s how he is no matter how much more he has. Taking from everyone else isn’t making him better. It’s making him worse. He’s sick, Onyx. We’re here to heal the sickness. I’m so glad you’re okay, and Asa is too.” 
“Aunt Onyx, it’s going to be okay,” Asa said giving her aunt a hug.
“Yes. Yes, I believe you,” she said.
A group of angry men came up the stairs and entered the city, unaffected by the Sword Sage Dances.
“What’s going on here? There’s no place for celebrations or festivities. Back to work, everyone!” Bill said. “I believe we’ve finally rid Kalendra of those nasty Moon People, once and for all. I counted the graves myself. My calculations said there would be more.“ It was Rod’s father, Bill. Rod and his friends had stepped to the back of the square and were watching the festivities, feeling happier than they had in years. They had even considered the possibility there was more to life than how they’d lived. The magical energy Kai and his friends had brought to the village was having the desired effect. Kai saw Rod step behind his friend to hide from his father, then he sent a scowl at Kai. 
The three men observed the square, puzzled. Bill turned on Kai.
“You again. What are you doing here? You are the kind of perpetrator we’ve been trying to eliminate from our land. You and all your … friends belong on the Blue Montis Bed. That’ll tell us if you’re those blasted Moon People, once and for all. 
“I don’t think so,” Kai said. “People deserve to live regardless of when they’re born,” Kai said.
“What sort of insolence is this?” Kai stared at him. He poured more of his Mana into his sword and flicked his wrist, adding a wave of transparent sapphire blue to the square. It was a higher vibration than Bill could handle. He put his hands over his eyes to block it out. “What is that feeling you’ve brought here? I’ve not felt that before.”
“Happiness. Is it foreign to you? I suppose you never learned to feel good emotions. That’s too bad, for you,” Kai said. 
“How dare you say these things to me, young man? Seize him!” Bill demanded. He looked at his associates and found they all stood back and were staring at him as if he had something growing out of his head. He checked his fly and patted down his arms and head to see if there was something wrong. They agreed with Kai. It was a shame he couldn’t feel good emotions. They eyed him with caution and didn’t take a single step forward.
Bill turned red with rage, but nobody moved. They all stared. Senna leaped across the central square and continued her dance. Ming li and Rendon directed more magic to the square and the broader village. Healing energy filled Wizandor Village and the city felt lighter. It smelled of the sea. Sounds of birds rang out. Kai looked across the square and saw the Violinist accompanying Senna’s dance. A second musician had also arrived to play kettle drums. The square was filled with people drawn to the music, the dance, and feelings of contentment. Kai even noticed that wizards and shaman he hadn’t seen in a long time were in the square talking and laughing again.
Bill stood in amazement. Had the entire community conspired against him? Even his associates were mingling in the square with the heathens. Silas walked up to Bill and faced him. 
“I believe they are correct,” he said. “There is harmony now. We don’t need to destroy anyone, especially innocent children,” he said softly. “What if your son was taken from you? How would you feel about that?”
Bill stared at Silas with a look of pure rage on his face. “My son? You would take my son from me?”
“Of course not, but that is what happened to those other families. People were taken from school and never went home again because they were killed in the Bog. They were innocent, Bill. I ask again, how you would feel if it happened to you and your children?”
“That would be different!” Bill said with disgust. “Completely different.”
“I don’t think so,” Silas said. “Why not let people live in peace and stop blaming them for King Okid’s shortcomings? This is no way to treat people.”
“Shortcomings? He has no shortcomings. He’s the King. You traitor,” Bill blustered.
“If valuing my community is that. But how is that possible?” Silas said. Just then, Asa came up to her uncle followed by the other children she cared for under the village. They’d made a large snake train holding hands while they ran through the square.
“What’s she doing here?” Bill said. “All of them are to be in the Bog. They belong on the Blue Montis.”
“It’s wrong to take them from their homes,” Kai said. “Don’t you understand?” Bill stared at all of them, his fury growing. He didn’t understand that other people had a point of view that mattered. Kai realized he was one of the people Manni had told them about with no empathy, people who operated without concern for others, who preferred to see them suffer. Bill was like the Grizzled Queen. They believed they were superior, always quick to put others down. The Sword Sage Dances wouldn’t affect them. Kai was thankful most people were impacted, and he could see the difference they had made here today.
The square was crowded with an upbeat atmosphere and festivities that hadn’t happened here in years. An old man with laugh lines of happiness around his eyes and mouth was making origami animals for the children. Another wizard sent fireworks up into the sky with his crystals. The party was so festive, people danced and forgot all their worries. A few even took Bill’s hands and encouraged him. 
That afternoon, the people of Wizandor were reunited. Wounds healed in the magic of the Sword Sage Dances, and the energy radiated across the square and seeped into their homes. By the time the sun began to set, most of the people in the village remembered each another as friends again. The general feeling of distrust between neighbors had dissolved. 
“Please, come for dinner. I’ll put something together,” Kai’s aunt Onyx said as she signaled for Kai’s friends to follow her. She liked Kai’s friends and wanted to learn more about them. She was thankful they’d arrived in time to heal Wizandor Village. She hadn’t realized how bad things had gotten until Asa disappeared and Silas stopped talking about the Bog. It had only been a week, but it was lonely, and she knew something had gone wrong. When everyone walked inside her apartment, she explained, “We were expecting another significant crackdown today. That’s why Bill was so angry. He was organizing a loyalty test to determine who could stay in the village. He wanted to kick more people out. Your presence stopped that project.“ Onyx signaled for everyone to have a seat. Asa and Kai still had their arms around each other with no intention of letting go. “Are you with them too?” Onyx asked. “Please.”
“Thank you,” the Violinist said as she followed them into her apartment. 
Shortly after they got settled, Chani knocked on the door. Kai ran to greet her.
“I heard you brought the ancient magic of Kalendra back to life,” she said excitedly. “My underground network from the Kalendra Coalition of Wizards and Shaman used their crystals to make the announcement earlier today. Gave me an update the minute you arrived. I got here as fast as I could. I’m so proud of you.” She hugged Kai. “All of you,” she said acknowledging Ming li, Senna, and Rendon. “It would be lovely if you could perform another ceremony in the Wenderfaren Valley, if you have time, please. We’ve had quite the conflict there also. King Okid and all. Not as bad as here but the same story.”
“Of course, we’ll come and help,” Kai said. His friends and the Violinist nodded. “After that, I believe we’re expected back at the Ancient Kingdom in the Desert. Do you know it? Northwest of the Black Hills. That’s where the Insight Chamber sent me, so I could attend the Ancient Academy of Moon Magic. Senna, Rendon, and Ming li are my team now,” he said. “And of course, the Violinist lives there, whenever she’s not requested to accompany dancers or perform elsewhere. But right now, she’s with us.” He acknowledged her and she nodded.
“The Ancient Kingdom in the desert?” Chani said. “On an island under a solitary mountain? I remember an old legend about that place from when I was a child. I thought it was a story. I look forward to visiting.”
“Well, it’s real and we live there. That’s where our training takes place, but we must slip through a Crack in Time because that’s where the Academy of Moon Magic is,” Kai said. “That’s what Kim couldn’t tell you. Fortunately, we were never sworn to secrecy.”
“That sounds lovely,” Chani said. 
A sudden knock on the door rang out loudly. Kai’s aunt and uncle looked at one another anxiously.




Chapter twenty-seven

Silas got up to answer the door, Kai’s grandmother, Chani by his side, a crystal in her hand.
“May I help you?” he said.
“You’re under arrest. Causing commotion in the square. That isn’t allowed. We work hard and never have festivities,” Bill said with a Bog policeman standing by his side.
“What on earth are you talking about?” Chani said, stepping in front of her son-in-law. “Haven’t you heard the old sayings about all work and no play? You don’t want to get dull, do you? Those who stand against a nice break occasionally are usually miserable. Are you miserable?” She smiled at him and started to laugh.
“I’ll handle this,” Silas said, trying to smile at the intruders and take back control of the conversation.
“No. I’m sorry,” Chani said to Silas, then faced Bill. “He’s my son-in-law, you see. He doesn’t understand these things. Good at responsibility, poor at rewards.”
Bill tried to come into the apartment but was barred by a magical restraint Chani had erected with the crystal in her pocket. It kept them from entering. “What kind of magic are you wielding against the law here?” Bill said.
“We’re having dinner now. We need our space,” Chani said. “If you’d like to speak with Silas, you’ll have to come back another time. He’s busy. Besides, the village isn’t going along with your plan to turn all life over to the Bog. As entitled as they feel, it’s inappropriate,” Chani said. “Now, run along.” She closed the door, and they knocked again. She turned to face everyone in the room. “Let’s move this gathering to a more peaceful location,” she said. She raised her crystal in the air. “Could you add to my intentions with your dance?” she said, turning to Senna and Rendon, then acknowledged Kai and Ming li. Come on, Silas and Onyx, join hands with the others, even if this is uncomfortable for you.”
They stood in a circle, holding hands. The apprentices touched their Talismans, picked up their ceremonial swords, and transported the entire dinner. In a flash, everyone was standing in Chani’s living room in the Wenderfaren Valley. Bill and the Bog policeman were left in the hallway to knock on the door for a long time before they realized nobody was home.
“For all our ceremonial dancing, we couldn’t get through to Bill,” Kai sounded disappointed. “I guess you can’t win them all. But we changed a lot of hearts.”
“As I was saying,” Chani continued her conversation with Kai, “I’ve never been to the Ancient Kingdom myself. Do you recommend I go there to visit?” Kai smiled broadly and nodded.
“Yes, definitely. You would make it a more beautiful city than it already is,” he said, giving Chani a hug. Senna smiled. 
“It’s beautiful there,” Senna said. “Most of our time is spent learning magic. I suppose that’s what we’ve done since we arrived. Keeping the world in balance is hard work. So many things can tip that balance.” she smiled.
“True. It gets simpler, though. I promise you that.” Chani winked.
“What will it take to get those Bogs to give up a little? Rod seemed happy, if that’s possible, but not Bill. He wants everyone to be as miserable as he is. That’s for sure,” Kai said.
“Yes, but you broke the spell that had everyone trapped,” Silas said. “It’ll take a lot to recapture their minds again. I don’t think they can. Once I saw what they were doing to people I couldn’t unsee it. I still feel terrible I didn’t listen sooner. I’m sorry, Kai. As you know I’m not a fan of magic, but people deserve respect and basic life. It kept getting worse, while I was looking the other way.
“Eventually they wanted us to believe the lie that our friends were enemies, and they were supposed to be distrusted. The truth of the magical music and dance energies reminded them of what was real. I know it did for me. Well, the spell broke for me when I saw they’d killed a young man just because he was born during two full moons. I’ll never forget him. I found out who he was and went to his parents. There was nothing to do but express my condolences. I felt helpless, Kai. I couldn’t allow the others to be taken either, so Asa and I came up with a plan and she and her friend Hanna helped protect several other children.”
Chani turned to Silas with a look of concern. “They were taking children from school, and the whole village had to go along? That’s horrific.” Silas stood with a look of bewilderment and nodded.
“Asa showed me where Kai got in trouble for using his magic board. And when I was there, I saw a door. Turned out it was a perfect place to shelter the Moon kids. She skipped school and stayed there. I hid the children and she provided snacks, but unfortunately, I couldn’t tell anyone because the Bogs expected to see grief. They’d have known. Then we’d have been locked up in the actual Bog prisons. It was getting crowded there with people who objected,” he said.
Onyx cried again. “I don’t know whether to slap you across the face or thank you,” she said.
“Probably both. I felt terrible,” Silas answered.
“We had fun,” Asa said. “With my magic, we played games and had Tea Service. We were careful not to make any noise. I mean, what else could we do but have a multi-day sleepover?”
“We’re out of there and they likely haven’t figured it out yet,” Chani said. “Kai and his friends must be on their way soon. So, let’s enjoy this fine dinner here.” She raised her glass and everyone else did too. “To Kai, Senna, Ming li, and Rendon. Thank you for coming to our aid.” Everyone clinked their glasses and ate their meal.
When they finished, Kai stood. “Did you say you need the Sword Sage Dancers to perform here before we return?”
“Yes, but let’s not make it too showy,” Chani said. “The Bog’s likely on high alert. There are a few buildings just down the hill, so just in case there are patrols out and about. But I’d like for the vibe to increase and release the people from that nasty spell. It’s good if they don’t understand why they feel so free. It’ll still help them regain trust with the world and their friends. 
“As soon as the Boggers came around here accusing people of hiding Moon People,” she explained, “everyone became paranoid just like they did in Wizandor. They were looking for enemies, and unfortunately found them wherever they looked. It was quite unnerving.” 
Senna got up from the table first and bowed to Chani. Kai went to the couch where they’d left all the ceremonial swords. He handed them to Senna, Rendon, and Ming li.
“I know where to go. There’s a beautiful orchard with plenty of space to impact the hills around here,” he said.
“Can I come?” Asa asked.
“Of course, you can,” Kai said reaching out to give his sister a hug. “You’re honorary Moon Person. You even hid to protect them.” He took her hand and they all followed Kai down the path that led to the orchards on the hill outside the village. The Violinist began to play softly.
Chani, Onyx, and Silas watched from the front door and saw waves of color coat the region, bringing positive energy to the small town in many directions. Asa stood at the edge of the meadow, admiring Senna’s beautiful dance, and promising herself she was also going to learn to dance like that too. When they felt like they’d had the impact they wanted, they walked back to Chani’s house and went to the living room. 
“What do you think. Was it enough?” Kai asked.
“I felt it strongly and you know me,” Silas said. “I was a Bogger until very recently. You have no idea how scared I was that someone would find those kids and take me prisoner. I don’t have to worry about that anymore. Besides, if we’re not afraid, they lose their power.” Chani nodded approvingly.
“About that Bog,” Kai said. “Should we funnel some energy down the hill there? I know there are cliffs between us and them, but it might be a good idea.” He turned to the Violinist to ask her opinion. She nodded.
“It can’t hurt,” she smiled. 
They gathered at the eastern edge of the village and performed once again, pushing their Mana into their swords again and sending the good energy down on the complex of Bog buildings that were full of people in the valley beneath them. As they performed, they saw lights come on in the buildings and knew their message of peace and calm had been received by the people who could feel those emotions. They were released from the Vizier’s spell. 
Kai and his friends were greeted by two wizards in long white robes. They bowed deeply.
“Interesting to feel the Sword Sage Dances again. Your efforts have been most fruitful.” A wizard named Beacon arrived. “Thank you for your assistance.” They all looked at one another. “I sense you made a great difference in the Bog down there. People have come out of their trances. They’re probably wondering why that selfish lady is bossing them around. It’s all quite hilarious. The Bog owners will no doubt be trying to get things back in place fast as they can. I assure you, this time, the resistance will hold.”
In their heads, Kai and his friends heard Sohm’s gravelly voice again. “Thank you. You have done well. There are more lands to repair. Then the Protector awaits to send you for more training. I wish you to the Tahata lands now, Kai. You have work to do in that region.” 
They returned to Chani’s home and said goodbye to Kai’s family. Kai hugged Asa and Chani goodbye.
“I promise you, Asa, when I finish training, I’ll spend lots more time with you. I’m so glad you get to live with Chani now. That’s so lucky,” he smiled. “She’ll teach you a lot.”
“Pinky promise,” she said holding up her pinky finger. The two clasped each other’s pinkies and gave each other a hug. Then Kai stepped outside with his friends and looked for a clean Messenger Trail. It was time to take his friends to the Tahata Lands.




Chapter twenty-eight

Kai led them toward Tahata and wondered if they could reverse the poison from all those years ago. But when he saw the charcoal field, he felt uncomfortable. He sensed dark magic in the land and immediately realized they weren’t safe.
“Sohm asked me to bring you here, but this is bad.” Kai opened another Messenger Trail, and they instantly crossed to a hill above the village where the land was unaffected by the charcoal. When they looked down, the small town had the qualities of a ghost town and a ruin. It was devastated. “Remember the beasts with red and yellow eyes who killed the mages and poisoned our lands? Maybe we can release that dark magic here.” Senna, Ming li, and Rendon all nodded. “Look at that. The lands were burned years ago and they never recovered. That’s so strange.” As they looked over the village, they saw that only one house stood. Rendon reached out his senses to that home to assess the magic there.
“I feel a strange anger,” Rendon said. “But there are no creatures near here … Wait. The evil is coming from there … the house that still stands.” Kai thought about who lived there and remembered who it belonged to.
“He was our shaman.”
“Not anymore,” Rendon said. “Why would he want to live among all those burned homes in a poisoned land? Do you think he’s keeping it poisoned on purpose? We should stay clear.”
“But, if he’s responsible for destroying that village,” Kai said, “then what’s going on with the creatures in the north? We thought they did it. Can you tell?” Kai looked over at Rendon, realizing this was a bigger mystery than he thought.
Ming li was assessing the energy in the region too. “How far away was the battle?”
“North to the sea, I think,” Kai said. “Maybe ten or fifteen miles.”
“Interesting,” Rendon remarked.
Senna looked down the hill to the valley, convinced they could shift the energy in the land using less effort than it had taken to repair the area around Chani’s home.
“The Great Wahinen, in the Northern Straights fought the mages,” Kai explained. “My mom told me this before she died. She came here and saw Kitu, the shaman. I’m not sure what really happened. But she told me their leader’s name is Kantuga. She had dreams about him, about his anger at the mages. The shaman confirmed that her dreams were real. He told her the Wahinen followed his instructions after he took on the coloring of their red and yellow eyes to look more like them. I wish I knew the whole story. Kitu told her they poisoned the land, but I think he did that himself because Gavin didn’t believe beasts would hold a grudge, or do that on their own, remember? He said they were under a spell.”  
“If that’s the case,” Rendon said, “it makes sense. But if they’re still under his spell, they’ll be dangerous.”
“What can we do to release them? Raise the energy?” Kai asked.
“We can try. I must speak to Kantuga if he’s the one who poisoned the lands,” Rendon said. 
“Absolutely. That’s why you’re here, Rendon. You’re the only Moon Mage I know who understands how to speak with beasts. But don’t trust Kantuga especially if he still lives for vengeance. He’s a wild card. 
“But even under a spell he will speak with truth that must be heard,” Rendon said. The four looked at each other, wondering how to proceed.
“Why don’t we do something to heal this village first?” Senna suggested. “Sohm asked us to come here, and that energy depresses everything. I’m sure we can release it. Then we can contact the Wahinen and find out what they want.” Kai, Rendon, and Ming li considered what she said. Then they nodded. It was a good idea. Each took out their swords once again and filled the valley with the positive energy of their Mana, impacting the region where they stood. The energy blanketed the wide-open land. As they worked their magic with the dance, the land brightened. They watched it absorb their magic and come back to life. Even the homes in the village changed. The spell visibly released. Rendon got out his crystal and watched the one home still standing.
The shaman rushed out of his house into the road and held a crystal up, trying to restore the negative spell. They saw him deliberately flash his black intention, but it failed. The village brightened. The shaman frantically ran to the charcoal field and held his crystal up again. But the land was filled with the good energy of the Sword Sage Dances now. He tried again and this time the land repelled more of his dark magic and glowed. The land itself was fighting off his spell.
“That’s the shaman my mom saw when she returned here. I’m sure he destroyed the village, and poisoned her,” Kai said, suddenly hit by the grief of losing her all over again. Then he turned to his friends. “Do you think he was responsible for the Magic Keepers never coming home?” Ming li, Senna, and Rendon all looked at each other. “We need to find out but be careful.”
“I think this is all we can do here now,” Rendon said. “We should go north and find out what we can,” Ming li nodded. Senna lifter her sword one more time, filled it with Mana, and directed it at the shaman standing in the charcoal field. It flashed from the tip of her sword, and she let the stream of rainbow light flow directly at him, hoping to penetrate his body. Just as Rendon opened a Messenger Trail, Senna’s beam of light hit him in the back. She saw the focused light of positive energy strike him. He stumbled and fell down. Before he stood, she quickly turned and stepped through the Messenger Trail. By the time the shaman looked up, they were gone. He never saw them. When they stepped out of the trail into the northern straights, Kai was laughing. 
“I saw that, Senna,” he smiled. She shrugged and giggled.
“He needed an energy shift,” she said. “Even if he’s one of those creepy power mongers with no empathy.” Kai nodded. 
“No doubt. A total creep,” Rendon said.
They arrived at the ocean just north of the Badlands and the Blue Cliff Basin.
“I don’t know exactly where the battle was,” Kai said. “Somewhere near here. Rendon, do you have a way to reach wild creatures and understand what’s happening here?”
“You mean Kantuga?” he replied. “Should we find some of the other Great Wahinen first?” They all looked at one another, not sure how to proceed. 
“There used to be small villages here along this coastline when I was a kid,” Kai said. “I think that’s who they came to help.” 
“Let’s explore, then,” Ming li suggested. “I’m going to go into cloud mode and get a view from up there,” she said, pointing to the sky. She took her meditative pose. It wasn’t long before she was twenty feet above them. Rendon closed his eyes and concentrated on hearing any living creatures in the land and sky. He heard a skirmish to the north. He was pretty sure something was happening on the island out to sea.
“I heard something,” Rendon said. Senna and Kai looked at him. He closed his eyes again. 
“Let me ride my board along the coastline and gain some height. Maybe I can see something from up there.” They looked up and saw Ming li deep in concentration, scanning the water and the land. Kai pulled his board out of his pack, dropped it, and took off, also rising about twenty feet in the air. He saw Ming li but didn’t want to break her concentration.
As he rode out to sea, Kai saw flashes of light coming from the island. There was a deep indentation from the top of the island that looked unusual, like a covered room, an unusual cave. He went closer to listen and rode above the island looking down. He heard a muffled sound but couldn’t make out any words. Someone was in there. A few people from what he could tell. He saw movement and scanned the rest of the island. Then he saw several Wahinen returning, swimming in the water below. He double-checked the cave once more and there was no sign of life. It was quiet and he realized he should leave too. He rode back to shore.
“I think there are mages out there,” he told Senna and Rendon. After I saw the Wahinen swimming back to the island, I checked again, and it looked empty.”
“They’re in hiding,” Rendon said. “I heard them. Those Wahinen are dangerous. They’re filled with spite. I’ve never felt such anger from creatures, like they have a grudge. I considered reaching out, but I wasn’t sure how to stay safe. They can turn into birds?” Kai nodded. 
“I wonder if other animals could protect us here. I’ve been searching,” Rendon said.
“Maybe they’re trapped,” Senna said. “We know how to break a lot of dark spells. I’d say we’ve had a pretty good track record lately.” She smiled. Rendon and Kai agreed. They looked up and saw Ming li returning. 
“That was interesting,” she said as she walked up to them. “I saw you go right up to the magic web covering the island. I heard the mages too. That explains why they’re so muffled.” Kai turned and met Ming li’s eyes.
“Can we break it, the magic web?” Senna said. 
“We’ve got to get them out. I wonder if my dad …” Kai said. Everyone looked at him.
“But he died,” Senna said.
“In the battle here. But if the mages were trapped, then maybe he didn’t,” Kai’s felt a glimmer of hope.
“We saw that shaman. I mean, look what he did to your village,” she said.
“Exactly,” Rendon said. “What if the Wahinen are under his spell? We can’t do anything while they’re like that. They’d kill all of us. Remember what Gavin said, that animals don’t hold grudges like people do. Maybe the shaman froze them in a state of anger somehow. It’s strange how their minds are working. It’s not like anything I’ve experienced before. Usually, when animals attack, their minds are more complex.” They looked at each other and nodded, certain Rendon was right.
“If it was that shaman, maybe hitting him with the good ancient energy released his grip on them,” Senna said.
“It’s not lifted yet,” Rendon said. 
“I say we keep working on it. How do we do this?” Ming li asked. “I can go back into my cloud and provide my energy. If they transform into birds, I can evaporate into a Moon Trail easily. They can’t follow me into another dimension.”
“I can dance right here and direct my sword to the island, or into the water. That might help,” Senna said. “Hopefully, the water will absorb some of that energy too and affect the beasts as they swim.”
“Ming li, is the whole island covered in that spell? Could I deliver Rendon to the top of the island, above the cave?”
“I can communicate from here,” Rendon said. “I’ll establish a Moon Trail for safety to hide in too, just in case they attack us as birds,” he looked at Senna. “Then I can wait until I have an opening to speak.”
“I guess they could attack all of us if they turn into birds,” Kai said, looking terrified. “Ming li can go invisible. I’m not sure if I can go into an Energy Trail from my board … and I’ve never used a Moon Trail. I should have practiced.” Senna nodded impatiently.
“I say we raise the vibe and see what happens,” Senna said. “Use your Talismans this time. And remember there’s a Messenger Trail right here. We can step into it if we need to and wait out any wrath. We can go back to Tahata. If we’re lucky, even if we don’t break the spell completely, we can get them to let down their guard.” She raised her sword. Ming li was already levitating with her sword out. Rendon checked the Messenger Trail, in case they needed to use it, then he nodded. His sword was also ready. Kai stood on his board and went out toward the island again, hoping to find his father and the mages of his village. They all began their Sword Sage Dances, working together.




Chapter twenty-nine

The light and beauty of their dances impacted the land, as it had in Tahata, and the water glowed with the colors of the rainbow they each contributed. It felt as if they brought a sunrise to these waters for the first time in years. Kai stood on his board and did a slow-motion backflip, the move he made when he wanted to feel connected to his dad. It filled his sword with Mana instantly and made a strong impact on the water. A Wahinen jumped from the sea, snapping at him. But it didn’t transform.
A glow came from the magic that held the island, as if the Sword Sage Dance was affecting the magic covering. Kai added to its power at the mouth of the cave, trying to break through the veil. He saw people inside the cave and hoped they were Tahata mages.  He saw their crystals glow, but they were trapped under the veil. He rode closer and two more Wahinen jumped from the sea to try to snatch him out of the sky. They both transformed and flew after Kai, with blood-curdling screams coming from their open mouths. Their flames flew from their beaks and singed Kai’s hair and back. They were getting closer than he’d expected. He did what he could to speed up, but the great beasts were faster than he was. Kai began to zigzag, trying to outmaneuver them. They were onto him in no time. One of the birds slammed into his board with its beak and threw him off. As he fell toward land, the other Wahinen grabbed his robes with its talons. Kai slipped out of them, and at the last minute grabbed the moon stone Chani had given him from the pocket. He was falling headfirst and tumbling after he lost his robes. He was over the land.  The bird who took his robes burned them in a huge blaze out to sea and let what was left of them fall into the water. Another Wahinen, still swimming in the water, saw the magic board land and swam over to see what it was.
The Wahinen were in full force now, alerted to mages in their presence. One flew after Ming li in the sky. She quickly evaporated into the Upper Realms and disappeared from its awareness. She watched her friends from her perch, knowing she could help, if need be, or at least, provide a decoy.
Rendon opened the Messenger Trail hoping Kai could use it, but he landed hard, with one of the Wahinen following him, ready to go for the kill. Kai was sprawled on the ground unconscious. He was injured. The huge bird searched the land, yelling and blowing flames into the ground. It searched the land where Kai fell but couldn’t find him. Kai’s moon stone had opened a protective covering. He was now inside the moon’s dimension where the Wahinen couldn’t reach. Rendon saw him and realized what had happened, grateful Kai was protected by Sohm.  Rendon turned and saw Senna doing a pirouette with her sword directed in the air to impact the Wahinen that were now in flight, but she didn’t see the dolphin-like Wahinen jumping towards her from the sea gnashing his teeth and transforming.
“Senna, now,” Rendon called to her and opened the Messenger Trail again. She looked up and saw the danger she was in and dove through. Just before it closed, she threw the last Manna from her sword at one of the beasts. Rendon stepped inside his own Moon Trail for safety. The birds were confused. Their prey was vanishing before their eyes. Rendon recognized the confusion in their minds and hoped this would provide the opportunity he needed to make contact before they regained their anger. He left his Moon Trail and took his stance as Mage Speaker, knowing he could slip into the Messenger Trail too if communicating failed and they attacked him. He stepped into the open where he had no protection but also the best chance of being heard.
“We are here to release you from your prison, Kantuga, great leader,” Rendon said softly so the Wahinen would hear. “With respect. We understand you have not chosen this prison of revenge. It was placed on you by a shaman.” Ming li watched from where she perched in the clouds and used her sword to add more positive energy to the sea below, hoping to influence the mind of Kantuga, the largest of these beasts.
“What are you doing in our world?” Kantuga mind-yelled at him. “Why would we believe a human after all we know of you?” The Wahinen had gathered their strengths again and two of them came toward Rendon. He glanced and saw Kai stirring on the ground, glad he was still protected. He looked up and saw Ming li floating down to interfere. She had her yellow and white energy coming directly from her sword into the great birds. Rendon saw the beast breathe fire. But the Mana from her sword hit the beast and the flame went out. Another Wahinen was coming directly toward him. He opened the Messenger Trail and hit the other Wahinen with his sea green salt air Mana. It also visibly weakened, and the flames went out. Rendon decided it was safe to stay outside the Messenger Trail. 
“I am here to release you from evil magic if you will please allow me to help,” he said, holding the Messenger Trail open. “The mages and wizards want to reunite with the Great Beasts like yourselves.”
“Why should I believe anything you say?” Kantuga responded disdainfully. “The mages are the evil,” Kantuga said, firm in his stance.
“It is reasonable for you to believe what you say,” Rendon said. Ming li was coming closer now and Senna returned from the Messenger Trail with her Ceremonial Sword out, sending a rainbow of light towards the Wahinen. Working together, they both added more powerful Sword Sage magic to the ocean water. The magic was starting to have an impact on the Wahinen. Rendon felt a slow shift in the energy of Kantuga’s mind.
“Who are you to bring a proposal to us?” Kantuga asked.
“I am Rendon, of the ancient world,” he said. “I have come with a mage of your time to offer peace and the opportunity to resolve problems that neither of us are responsible for.” All was quiet for a moment. Then Rendon felt a shift in the tension within Kantuga’s mind. He had experienced this before when he’d negotiated disputes with animals. The beast’s mind was becoming more familiar. Rendon knew that while the Wahinen might still be angry, they were no longer under the spell of the shaman. But they weren’t out of the woods yet. He looked at Senna and gestured for her to continue. She reached high in the air and pirouetted once again, then used her sword to increase the rainbow of magic she sent towards the island and the sea. Kai slowly recovered and stood back up. He left the Moon’s protection and was carefully creeping toward the water’s edge to retrieve his board floating by the shore, uncertain if he was safe. 
Kai saw Senna and Ming li’s increased light in the water and added his own. Believing they would not be assaulted while Rendon was speaking with their leader. But that was a mistake. A Wahinen saw Kai’s gesture and jumped from the water, slamming into him, and nearly breaking his arm. Kai dropped his sword and it spun. Senna noticed the action and immediately opened the Messenger Trail for Kai. He ran inside fast.
Rendon noticed that Kai’s attempt on the magical coating had caused it to flicker. But it did not break.
“How do we know you are trustworthy?” Kantuga wanted to know. 
“I have no other reason to be in this world. I live in the ancient times. I came on a mission to release everyone in Kalendra from King Okid’s imprisonment. He has damaged the core of the world. We are here to reverse that damage. I cannot stay long. I can only respectfully request that you believe me,” he said. “The King’s Operations must be defeated by all of us together,” he continued. “We can do that by reuniting our alliance with one another. We must restore the world from its great imbalance for the good of all,” Rendon spoke slowly and gently so he would be heard even by a mind filled with anger.
The shaman Kitu stepped out of the Messenger Trail at that moment and saw the conversation between the young Mage and his own partner Kantuga. His crystal was drawn, to stop everyone in their tracks. He needed to keep the Wahinen under his spell. Senna saw him in time and flashed her sword at him. Her magic ricocheted off his own spell and the two canceled each other out. He tried to add more dark energy to the region. But this time, Kantuga sensed his presence. Because of all the positive and light energy Kai and his friends brought to the waters and world of the Wahinen, he now felt the familiar angry darkness from the shaman’s spell and recognized the feelings of rage were coming from outside of him. They did not belong to him.
“I sense King Okid,” Rendon said as he stood face-to-face with Kitu. “Have you enlisted the Great Wahinen, Kantuga, to help you destroy the Magic Keepers of the northern lands for the King? They are here to keep our world strong.” Rendon knew Kantuga heard his accusation. He felt it in the beast’s mind. The mage’s red and yellow eyes glowed at Rendon, but Kantuga recognized the betrayal of the shaman. Kitu went to flash his crystal again, to stop Rendon and Senna, and amplify his magical hold on the beasts. But as he did, Kantuga felt Kitu’s dark magic again. He was no longer under its spell. Rightfully angry with the shaman, he flew from the water and transformed before their eyes into a fierce giant flying bird with red and yellow eyes. he picked the shaman Kitu up in his great talons. The four friends watched as Kantuga carried the shaman off, while flames flew from his beak.
Rendon heard in his mind “I took you as my kin because of your promise to stop the King. You tried to destroy my world …” Kai stepped out of the Messenger Trail in time to see them fly away.
“Again,” Rendon said to his friends directing his Ceremonial Sword’s energy toward the magic coating on the island. Kai checked his board to make sure it was still okay. It floated six inches above the ground, and he jumped on, then turned to Rendon. 
“Is it safe?” Kai asked. “Is the spell broken? Can we fly out there without being attacked? I want to bring the prisoners back to shore.” 
“I believe the energy has changed … Let me check.” Rendon put up a hand to listen to the Wahinen who still swam in the ocean. Most had already left the sky. After several moments, he nodded. “Yes, Kai. I believe we are safe here now. I don’t feel the angry tension I did before. They’re back in their right minds. Go ahead and see if you can release them.”





Chapter thirty

Kai rode directly to the island and used his ceremonial sword once again to break through the veil over the island cave. He saw the magic flex. This was a tough barrier to breach. He grabbed another stone from his pocket and placed it directly on the coating of darkness. It was made of powerful magic, and he couldn’t break through. Ming li saw him struggling and went to where he was, adding her yellow and white sword energy to Kai’s sapphire blue. From shore, Senna saw them and added her own rainbow of color to break through the barrier. Rendon did the same and Kai saw the transparent sea green wash over the other colors of the Sword Sage Dance. 
He saw the mages under the veil in the cave. They knew people were here to help. Two of them added magical crystals to the effort and Kai saw the bright flashes hit the bottom of the veil. They all worked together for several minutes, and finally the veil of magic finally released.
Kai stood on the island in shock as he faced three Magic Keepers in the small island cave. They were thin, battered, and bruised. But beneath the coating of grease covering the men, he recognized the uniforms of mages from Tahata.
“Oh, thank goodness you’re alright,” he said.
“Kai, is that you?” Rami said. The mage who addressed him was skin and bones. His hair and beard were matted. He was filthy with dirt and grease. There was no way Kai would have recognized him.
“Dad, you’re alive? I wanted that so badly … but I never thought …” Kai said as he stepped down to where the mages were in the small cutout space inside the island. Kai gave his dad a huge hug while tears filled both of their eyes and they rocked each other back and forth in disbelief. It was a dream come true for both. 
“Let’s get you to shore. Are you alright? Can you use magic to get out of here? You’re all so exhausted.” Kai looked at Rami’s friends. “Please … um … climb on my board and I’ll take you one at a time.” No sooner had he said the words than Rendon, Senna, and Ming li arrived on the island above them. They had taken an Energy Trail to the small island.
“Please,” Rendon said. “Allow us to take you by Energy Trail. We’ll get you out of here now.” They all hugged, closed their eyes, and were transported to the shore together. 
“Please, Tea Service,” Kai called expectantly, clapping twice, then placing his hands together in prayer. A full meal of foods and drinks arrived along with tables and chairs that sprung directly from the ground. They all sat as Kai turned to face Rami. “I am so sorry, dad. Our village was destroyed by a terrible poisonous charcoal and people scattered. I don’t know where they went. Asa and I lived with Aunt Onyx and Uncle Silas in Wizandor. Asa’s okay now, and so’s Chani. But the poison killed mom. I’m so sorry.”
“What?” Rami said. “Anda died while we were trapped? I don’t understand.” He looked completely lost and was glad he was sitting when he heard the news. How could his home and life be gone, along with his dearest companion? It was too much. He put his head in his hands to process what he’d been told. Kai looked at his dad and wished he hadn’t said so much. He knew he was weak. He put his hand on his dad’s back and leaned over him to give him a hug for a long time.
“I know it’s hard,” Kai said, sitting next to his dad and looking at the ground with tears in his eyes. “We thought everyone died. That’s why we lived in Wizandor. Aunt Onyx’s house.” Rami was in shock. He genuinely didn’t know how to respond to all the news. He faced Kai and wrapped his arms tightly around him. He couldn’t believe his kids were orphaned, and he would never see his incredible, loving wife again. Galliard put a hand on Rami’s shoulder.
“I’m so sorry, man. I wonder what happened to the village and everyone else,” he looked off, also feeling lost, then glanced at Gage who was also in shock. 
“It’s gone,” Kai said. “It was destroyed. Kitu worked against everyone. The food stopped growing. People left. I don’t know where. But … let’s not talk about that now. You’re alive and we should celebrate that. You need to recover. You can deal with all that other stuff later.” Rami, Galliard, and Gage nodded. “Eat, please. Now. You need your strength.” They all began to serve themselves, eat and drink.
“You’re right. But what happened to the Wahinen? They kept us trapped in that cave. We knew they’d kill us if they found us, or if we tried to leave. But we couldn’t break through that barrier anyway, even when we tried.” 
“I spoke with Kantuga,” Rendon said. “I believe he was under the spell of your shaman, Kitu. We’re sure Kitu was working with King Okid to destroy the Magic Keepers, and he teamed up with the Wahinen to destroy the mages of the north. Took on their coloring magically to convince them he was just like them. I spoke with Kantuga and offered to reunite the Great Beasts and the Wizards, speaking as an ancient wizard of Kalendra.” 
“How could you do that?” Rami was confused. “We have fought over territory for generations. You spoke to him?”
“Yes.”
“But how?”
“Because speaking to Beasts is my Magical Specialty. That is why I was asked to accompany Kai,” Rendon said. “It must have happened a long time ago that beasts and mages stopped speaking. You see, we,” he gestured to himself, Senna, and Ming li, “are from an earlier time, when Beasts like dragons and flying jaguars were our allies and friends.” The mages looked at them in disbelief. Were they ghosts? They had never heard of mages traveling through time to solve problems. Kai saw the looks of shock on their faces.
“I was sent back in time, by the Insight Chamber, dad,” Kai said. “My friends need to return soon. They don’t have much time here,” he gave his dad another hug. “I wish we could stay, but they came from the past. We all attend the Ancient Academy for Moon Magic.” Then Kai turned to his friends. “The Protector told us we have four days. We still have time. Let’s take them to see Chani and be sure they get home okay. Can we do that?” His three friends looked at each other and nodded.
“Of course,” Senna said. “He’s your dad. We wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
“We’ll make sure they get home safely,” Rendon added with a smile. Ming li nodded. 
“We’re going to Chani’s,” Kai announced enthusiastically. “She’ll have room for all of you. And Asa, Onyx, and Silas are with her too.” 
“I must be dreaming,” Rami said pinching himself. “I can’t believe this, but I do. I’m so proud of you, Kai. To Chani’s. And tomorrow we’ll find their families,” he gestured to Galliard and Gage.
“Avoid Tahata,” Kai said. “I think we neutralized the poison, but Kitu was there. Thankfully, Kantuga took care of him. He flew him out to sea.” He looked at Rendon and they both shook their heads at the memory of Kitu getting a taste of his own medicine. 
“I don’t think anyone has to worry about Kitu anymore,” Rendon said. “I suspect Kantuga transformed back into a sea creature, far out to sea, after he barbequed the shaman. He was furious with Kitu once he understood he’d been betrayed by that terrible spell.”
“Wait a minute,” Ming li said. “You need this more than we do,” She pulled out four vials of healing tinctures from her robe. She gave them to Rami, Gilliard, and Gage, the Magic Keepers from the Tahata Lands. Then she handed the fourth one to Kai. “You were passed out for a long time when you hit the ground. I hope you’re okay. You need this too.”
“Bottoms up,” Rami said as he pulled the stopper out of his small bottle. Kai and the others did the same. They clinked the small vials in a toast and shot the tincture back.
“Wow, that’s … is that lemon?” Galliard asked. Rami was shaking his head in surprise. He could feel the tincture flowing through every vein in his body. It was an experience he’d never had before. He felt like his body was mending from the inside as the tincture flowed through him. Strength was effortlessly coming into his body and clarity returning to his mind. Gage looked in his eyes, then threw his head back and let out a cry.
“Yee haw!” he exclaimed. “That feels great! What did you say this was?”
“A tincture we made at school with one of our teachers,” Kai said. “To help people heal and restore their strength.”
“Well … yes … I can feel the difference already. Amazing,” Galliard said. “I like your school already. They know what they’re doing.”
“Do you think it restored all our powers?” Rami asked. “How is this possible?”
“We need to get the recipe, Kai,” Gage said authoritatively. The two other men nodded. All three laughed at how good they felt and how relieved they were to be free from that terrible island prison.
“To Chani’s.” The three mages nodded, then quickly gathered in a small circle, and held one another’s arms. Kai and his friends stood with them and held their Talismans. With the flash of his clear crystal stone, Kai transported them all to the Wenderfaren Valley just outside Chani’s front door.




Chapter thirty-one

“I just thought of something,” Rami said when they arrived. “They all think we’re dead,” Rami turned to walk up to the front door. “How do we break the news? We must look terrible.” Kai and his friends wondered the same thing.
“Do you want us to tell them we found you?” Kai suggested stepping towards the front door.
“At least we feel better than before we ate,” Galliard said. “I swear it took the dark circles away from our eyes and added some color to our cheeks.” As they stood outside the front door, Asa returned from down the street where she was visiting a couple of her friends. She walked up to Chani’s house and saw that Kai and his friends were back. Then she saw three unfamiliar men who were scrawny and dirty standing with them. She hadn’t expected this.
“Is … is … are you …?” She asked tentatively, slowly approaching. 
“We should have cleaned up before we got here,” Galliard said. Kai nodded, realizing he should have helped them. But none of them thought about that.
“Is that you, Asa? You’ve grown so much,” Rami said, surprised to see his daughter. Tears immediately came to his eyes as he realized how long he’d been gone. She was inches taller than the last time he saw her. He stepped forward to give her a hug and make this reunion feel more real. He felt like he was dreaming. Rami held her tightly. 
“Dad? … I can’t believe it. Where … were you?” Asa hugged him for a long time. “We thought you … well …” As tears streamed down her cheeks a huge smile spread across her face. She couldn’t believe her dad was alive. She’d secretly wished for this moment for years. She hung onto him tightly, then stepped back to look at her dad.
“It’s a bit of a story,” Rami said. “Kai and his friends found us and released us from a magical prison, thank goodness ... I can’t believe how good it is to finally be back.” His watery eyes looked in Asa’s and they hugged again. “Come in,” she said pulling on his arm. “Chani won’t believe it. All of you, please,” she motioned to everyone, and opened the door. They followed Asa inside and Rami’s friends headed for the couch in the living room trying to process all the changes. Rami walked directly into the kitchen to find Chani.
“Anybody home?” he called loudly. They heard Chani on the deck off the kitchen. 
“I heard voices inside,” she said over her shoulder to Onyx and Silas, who were still sitting on the deck. She turned to look inside and stopped in her tracks. Rami was standing in the kitchen, his arms around Kai and Asa. She stared at him as if she was looking at a ghost, then stepped inside. “Is it possible?” She said slowly. Asa and Kai nodded with smiles from ear to ear.
“Yes. It is,” he said quietly. “I’m so glad to be back. From what Kai and his friends told me, many things changed while I was away.” Chani continued to stare and felt completely overwhelmed with happiness. Rami stepped forward and gave her a long welcoming hug. She hugged him back in shock, then stepped back to look at him again..
“I missed you all so much,” he said. 
“Well, that’s an understatement,” Chani retorted, not knowing whether to laugh or cry and doing both at the same time. “We all missed you more than you can know.” She hugged him again.
“Three of us were imprisoned,” Rami said. “Kai and his friends are my heroes forever and I’ll never forget. It must have been a dangerous and terrifying effort to free us but they did. My friends are in the living room.”
“Well, the more the merrier,” Chani said with a smile. “Rami, of course, your friends are welcome to make themselves at home.” Chani walked into the living room and saw two more uniformed mages on the couch, thin, and filthy.
“Chani, these are my two friends, Galliard and Gage.” Rami said. They both stood and bowed to her, then sat back down.
“Welcome home,” she said, bowing to the two men. Then she turned to Kai’s friends. “And thank you so much for finding them and bringing them home,” she said to Ming li, Senna, and Rendon. They all nodded. “You are welcome here for as long as you want. Whatever you need, just say the word. There’s a spare bedroom you two can share.”
Rami sat down and Asa immediately sat on his lap. She tried to comb his hair. “You guys need some serious grooming,” she said.
“Another understatement,” Chani said cheerfully. “That’s what magic is for. I promise to help restore you once you take a bath. You’ll be chipper in no time.”
***“I’m sorry to cut this reunion short,” Ming li said anxiously. Senna and Rendon also stood to go. Kai looked at his friends wishing he could stay longer. But he’d promised to return with them. He took a deep breath and nodded.
“I love you, dad,” Kai said giving him another hug. “I’m so happy you’re okay and back with Asa and Chani. I promise I’ll return soon. Right now, I need to go with them. We’ve got a lot to learn. We’re going to need more training because I’ve got a feeling we’re not done with that magnificent King Okid and his Boggers yet. We’ll be back for sure. I’m so glad we got to bring you home at least.” Rendon, Ming li, and Senna smiled. 
“Hey sport,” Rami said, wrapping his arms around his son. “Thank you for going back in time and bringing your friends here to save us. Who would have thought that’s what it would take to get out from under that blanket of magic? I love you so much and I wish you all the best …” Kai and his friends smiled. It felt good to have made a difference. Kai gave Asa another long hug and they finished their goodbyes in their favorite way, with another pinky promise to stay safe and be together again. Then Kai hugged Chani goodbye again. Tears flowed down his face, as much out of happiness as knowing he already missed them.
Kai joined his friends at the front door. Then they each grabbed their Talismans and walked outside. Kai led them through an Energy Trail back to the Ancient Kingdom.
***“Are you ready to go see what happened in the world while we were trapped?” Rami said after they closed the door. “I’m not sure I am.” Galliard and Gage nodded. They felt stronger but were unsure about all the changes in Kalendra. Knowing their homes were destroyed and some of their loved ones might have died while they were unable to protect them was a lot to fathom. “I think we’re going to have a full day tomorrow trying to figure out happened.” Asa sat next to Rami and took his hand.
***Kai’s Energy Trail led the four apprentices to the desert, still in Kai’s world. It was daylight, and they checked the stone petroglyphs in the desert once more. A new rock drawing had appeared while they were gone.  It was the symbol of the Wahinen. It was a circular image, and the bottom half was beneath the water and looked like a dolphin swimming. The upper half had wings and a huge beak openly breathing fire. 
“This keeps changing,” Kai said. “Every time I come to the desert, there are more rock carvings. Why do you suppose this one is here now?” He looked at Ming li, Rendon, and Senna. They shook their heads. 
“Um … changes are beginning to reveal themselves?” Senna asked. She shrugged.
“Maybe it’s because we released it from its prison and its free now. It’s such a mystery,” Kai said. “Some of the new ones showing up are animal species I didn’t know existed before I walked into the stables. Probably most people from my time didn’t know about them except as children’s stories or myths. But now the creatures that did survive are showing up as carvings too, like the Wahinen, the only beasts I ever knew.”
“Maybe they need to be remembered in order to come back with all their strengths, and they are being remembered in your time now,” Rendon said.
“Did they go extinct, or are they in hiding? Maybe we can ask Manni and Gavin when we get back,” Kai said. “This mystery is driving me crazy. It’s too strange.”
“We should ask Koryn,” Senna smiled. Rendon nodded. They left the petroglyphs with no solution to the mystery and arrived at the Ancient Kingdom. They ran across the sand, up the stairs, and halfway across the bridge, where they all stopped to watch the river under the bridge. It was still strange how empty the Ancient Kingdom was in Kai’s world. 
“I do love this city,” Kai said. “It’s a time capsule. I think it will come alive again in my world soon.” His friends nodded. They went to check in with the Protector who was standing alone on the far side of the bridge.
“How did everything go?” she asked. 
“Better than expected,” Kai said beaming. “We found my dad and two other Magic Keepers from Tahata. They were trapped under a powerful magic veil and managed to survive … I have no idea how. Can you believe it? I thought he died.” Kai glowed. “And my sister’s okay. I promised them all I’d come back after I learn more … I really can’t thank my friends enough,” he said looking at the three. “Rendon spoke with Kantuga and helped release the spell on the great Wahinen. The shaman from my village worked with the King to destroy the Magic Keepers and Rangers. Kantuga put an end to that. He won’t be causing any more harm. Senna and Ming li broke spells throughout the lands. Their energy was so powerful.” Kai looked at his friends in acknowledgement.
“We broke the dark spells over the people in Wizandor,” Senna added to the story, “and dismantled the bad energy in that icky Bog workhouse place with its Blue Montis bed.” Rendon, Ming li, and Kai nodded, smiling at all the memories and shifts their Sword Sage Dances made throughout Kai’s world of Kalendra.
“I’m glad you were so effective, and I look forward to seeing you here again,” she said. Then she gestured them inside the Castle Courtyard. “You are quite a team, I’d say,” They nodded. “Some real power here. Glad to have you all aboard.” Then she signaled for them to each grab their Talismans and kneel in the central circle of the Ancient Kingdom’s courtyard, once again surrounded by the four carved totems of the Fox, the Jaguar, the Eagle, and the Dragon.
“It is time now for you to return,” she said. They all bowed down while she flashed her crystal three times and color began to swirl around them. As Kai thought about the contributions of each of his friends, he knew his training had just begun. The rock carvings told him something was changing. The Insight Chamber’s suggestion that he learn from events in the past meant more secrets and mysteries awaited them when they returned.




Please Review


If you enjoyed Forbidden Magic, I invite you to write a review of this book so other readers may find it. 
Amazon
Bookbub
Goodreads

Want to learn about new releases and the other books I’m writing? Please join my Fans of Fiction Newsletter and receive a free prequel





Books by Barbara Ferrier


Please join my newsletter to receive Path of the Apprentice Mage Prequel for FREE
The Return, stand alone prequel for Kalendra Chronicles
The following are available in Kindle Unlimited for FREE and  in Amazon
Magic Invitation, Book One Kalendra Chronicles
Ancient City, Book Two Kalendra Chronicles
Broken Magic, Book Three Kalendra Chronicles
Hidden Crossing, Book Four Kalendra Chronicles
Kalendra Chronicles Four Book Boxed Set





Chapter 1, the Secret Kingdom


At the top of the tall, jagged stone cliffs, to the east of the wide-open desert, lay the Enchanted Lands. Hidden in a valley that used to be fertile and green, the region appeared uninhabitable. The earth was dry and cracked and there were no signs of life. But beneath it all, the secrets of Kalendra’s past were alive and well, silently biding their time. In this rustic terrain, people had forgotten the ancient laws of Kalendra and the land had ceased to provide. It became barren and drought conditions worsened. 

An elegant old village stood dusty and abandoned. The beautifully designed and meticulously appointed town once held a thriving community. A stained-glass dome graced an ancient shrine. Streets and narrow passageways lay intact. The clock tower anchored the dazzling mosaic of the central plaza. The small town was frozen in time.
Wesley and Brutus lay claim to the broken-down village. It was the perfect hideout. Few ever came here, and people in the region knew better than to interfere with these two men and their associates. They kept to themselves. Here the thieves carried out experiments with the magical crystals they had stolen from across Kalendra. 
Inside the ‘hall of loot,’ as the old shop was nicknamed, Wesley tried to assess the power inherent in each crystal. He’d traveled throughout Kalendra pilfering the most commanding stones he could find. Some, called Dynasty Crystals, contained stylized images set inside crystal-clear stones. These images embodied the magic of life in each region and radiated impressive energy. The stones were placed strategically throughout the Kingdoms of Kalendra centuries earlier to balance the land and provide wisdom for future generations. But in a stroke of good fortune, Wesley found the map locating them, and when he sensed their power, he wanted to own them all.
Wesley and Brutus didn’t care about formalities or the intentions of some old Sage who lived ages ago. They didn’t waste their time on principles. They simply wanted to hunt down and collect all the most powerful magic. Their beliefs stood in stark contrast to the shamans of the past. 
Wesley directed beams of light through multiple crystals at once while Brutus took copious notes. They hoped to combine the power of the stones. When they discovered how to dim the sun midday, and even cause a total blackout during the hot desert afternoon, Wesley was delighted. But there was something that eluded him. He needed the powerful crystals from the Ancient Kingdom, located on an island in the northeastern desert. He’d been there once before and seen the magical and lush terrain. Gardens grew abundantly, and healing waters poured into a river that surrounded the island.
That Kingdom had defied Wesley. As far as he was concerned, they were going to pay. Recently, he’d returned a boy apprentice studying there to the Protector and an instructor. But they didn’t invite him inside. He was still furious about that. After all, he’d been polite. Maybe if he acquired one of their crystals, he would control that magic too. Soon he could become Lord Wesley, and be feared by all. 
Brutus worked tirelessly with Wesley, but he was beginning to think they were pressing their luck. They’d gotten away with a lot of valuable crystals. Their luck might not hold. Brutus was a realist, and that caused conflict between the two men. Wesley hated realists. Wesley believed one must focus on the largest vision they could sustain. It was weak to ask for anything less.
“I don’t like this situation with our water, man,” Brutus said. “Something we did must have caused us to lose all of it. Everyone’s parched, and food’s getting scarce.”
“Are you kidding? We live in a world where ‘what you believe you receive,’” Wesley insisted, quoting Kalendra’s most famous saying. “If we have enough faith, it will all work out. Besides, it was an accident that we lost our water. Eventually, we’ll figure it out. Just imagine, when we understand what happened, we’ll be able to control all the villages. People will do what we say if it means they can eat.” Brutus had heard this all before and his patience was growing thin.
“We didn’t get our water back when we put the crystals into their earlier configuration. We were convinced that solution would work, with all our might,” Brutus said through gritted teeth. “This is riskier than you think.”
“It’s just a small setback,” Wesley said cheerfully. “You know what they say. Failure is opportunity. We can learn to turn the water off or on in any Kingdom.” Brutus was thinking about the day they broke the ancient, magical system in their own land. The river dried up, and all attempts to find food failed. They’d been miserable since.
Today, the two men were creating a new Messenger Trail from scratch, something rarely attempted in Kalendra. They were using an assortment of their stolen crystals to do this. Their goal was to get directly into the lower levels of the Ancient Kingdom so they could bypass the magical protections and snatch a powerful stone there. They’d done that in the Kingdom by the Sea recently and it worked. The robbery happened without a hitch. Now Wesley was obsessed. Besides, he reasoned, the Ancient Kingdom had banned prisons. Maybe it wasn’t as risky to rob that place as Brutus said. 
The Ancient Kingdom in the Desert, legend told, was peaceful and could survive any hardship. It was known for adhering to the guidance of the moons. There was never a time when that castle faltered, and it had been there for as long as anyone could remember. It maintained a peaceful disposition, glorious gardens, and healing waterfalls. Wesley didn’t believe it was normal to sustain feelings of goodwill, especially considering how infuriating people were. Conflict was inevitable, he knew. 
“I can pilfer that place,” Wesley announced impatiently. “When I took the apprentice back, I scoped it out. They have a stable for magical animals behind the castle. We can work from there. I also saw a back entrance to get inside, but we’ll have to cross the river to get there. I don’t know where their power stones are, but I suspect the dungeon area. That’s where most of the kingdoms keep them. It’ll take some stealth to get in without being detected. I want to do this right now.”
“When I’ve redirected Messenger Trails before,” Brutus said, still working on the project at hand, “I already had an existing trail to start with. This one might take you to the castle, but it’s not reliable.” Wesley looked closely at his work. 
“It’s better now than it was before,” Wesley said. “All we need is to enter and exit once, after all.” Brutus tried some other configurations, but he felt uncomfortable. He was having second thoughts. Historically, Messenger Trails came about naturally when a lot of mages traveled in a hurry between two points. Eventually, the effort created an expedited passageway, a shortcut through the atmosphere. They were never meant for a single short-term need and certainly not for looting ancient kingdoms.
“I should go,” Wesley said. “No time for all this fiddling. Joe will back me up. Maybe we can work on the Messenger Trail from the other end. We only need one of their power crystals, but if we get them all, you won’t hear me complain.” Wesley smiled. Brutus nodded, not because he agreed. He was tired of cautioning Wesley. 
“I’ll work on this end, of course,” Brutus said barely holding his frustration back. “This is a difficult operation.”
“I don’t expect interference.” Wesley waved away any objections.
“Are you opposed to any precaution?” Brutus flushed with anger. “Is that your position? Think happy thoughts and all will be well? Try that with our water.” Wesley rolled his eyes at Brutus.
“If you keep looking for problems, or fiddling forever, we’ll never get this done,” he snapped back. 
“My problem-finding has saved our butts,” Brutus reminded him. “I want the power crystals too. Look how far we’ve come.” He gestured to the rack filled with over half of Kalendra’s Dynasty Crystals. “If we’re impatient now it could cost the whole operation.” Wesley turned away, deliberately ignoring him.
“I’ll see you then. On my way to the Ancient Kingdom. I have two serpents on standby, and I got some eagles on backup. Joe’s going to meet me there.” Wesley walked out the door.
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